






Dedication

To	my	children,
Miranda,	Nathaniel,	and	Beatrice.

You	teach	me	more	than	I	taught	you.	This	battered	world	your	elders	bequeath
you:	you	will	make	it	better.	In	admiration	and	love.
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Introduction

Democracy	is	a	work	in	progress.	So	is	democracy’s	undoing.
Between	1975	and	2000,	countries	in	every	continent	turned	from	repressive

regimes	to	the	rule	of	law,	away	from	dictatorships	of	a	single	man	or	a	single
party	toward	multiparty	democracy.	Since	then,	democracy	has	gone	into	retreat.
From	Russia	to	South	Africa,	from	Turkey	to	the	Philippines,	from	Venezuela	to
Hungary,	authoritarian	leaders	have	smashed	restraints	on	their	power.	Media
freedom	and	judicial	independence	have	eroded.	The	right	to	vote	remains,	but
the	right	to	have	one’s	vote	counted	fairly	may	not.
Until	the	US	presidential	election	of	2016,	the	global	decline	of	democracy

seemed	a	concern	for	other	peoples	in	other	lands;	a	matter	for	US	foreign
policy,	yes,	but	not	for	America’s	internal	affairs.	That	complacent	optimism	has
been	upended	by	the	political	rise	of	Donald	Trump.
The	crisis	is	upon	Americans,	here	and	now.
I	write	this	book	in	the	midst	of	that	crisis.	My	choice	of	timing	imposes	on

this	project	many	risks	of	error	and	misunderstanding.	In	the	rush	of	immediate
controversies,	we	can	overemphasize	things	of	no	lasting	consequence	and
overlook	things	that	will	prove	supremely	important.
But	if	it’s	potentially	embarrassing	to	speak	too	soon,	it	can	also	be	dangerous

to	wait	too	long.

I	sometimes	wonder	what	would	have	happened	if	some	forward-thinking
member	of	Congress	had	devoted	his	or	her	career	in	the	late	1990s	to	fighting
for	the	hardening	of	airline	cockpits	against	hijackers.	He	or	she	would	have
battled	a	cost-conscious	industry,	faced	election	opponents	lavishly	funded	by
airline	lobbyists,	and	might	have	prevailed	just	in	time	to	prevent	the	September



11,	2001,	attacks	from	taking	the	form	they	did—meaning	that	nobody	would
ever	have	known	the	service	that	member	had	rendered.	Instead,	he	or	she	would
forever	be	known	as	that	bore	who	droned	so	uselessly	about	a	threat	that	never
materialized.
Not	all	premonitions	come	to	pass.	But	if	we	are	saved,	we	never	know	for

certain	what	we	were	saved	from.
Even	now,	the	severity	of	the	Trump	challenge	to	American	democracy

remains	a	disputed	question.	Some	more	tradition-minded	Republicans	will	point
to	the	Trump	administration’s	chaotic	decision	making	and	policy	failures	as
reassurance.	“How	can	he	be	an	autocrat	when	he	botched	his	own	agenda	in
Congress?	He	can’t	do	anything	for	fifteen	consecutive	minutes,	let	alone
overthrow	a	system	of	government	that	has	lasted	more	than	two	hundred	years.”
The	buried	premise	in	these	assurances	is	that	the	only	leaders	we	need	to	fear

are	those	who	are	strategic,	methodical,	and	deft—and	that	the	only	threats	a
democracy	need	worry	about	are	open	and	overt	attacks	on	its	legality.	The
Founders	of	the	American	republic	knew	better.	One	of	the	political	thinkers
who	most	influenced	them,	the	French	philosopher	Montesquieu,	warned	that	a
free	society	must	guard	not	only	against	“crimes”	by	powerful	leaders	but	also
against	“negligence,	mistakes,	a	certain	slackness	in	the	love	of	the	homeland,
dangerous	examples,	the	seeds	of	corruption,	that	which	does	not	run	counter	to
the	laws	but	eludes	them,	that	which	does	not	destroy	them	but	weakens	them.”1

So	it	is	now.	The	thing	to	fear	from	the	Trump	presidency	is	not	the	bold
overthrow	of	the	Constitution,	but	the	stealthy	paralysis	of	governance;	not	the
open	defiance	of	law,	but	an	accumulating	subversion	of	norms;	not	the
deployment	of	state	power	to	intimidate	dissidents,	but	the	incitement	of	private
violence	to	radicalize	supporters.	Trump	operates	not	by	strategy,	but	by	instinct.
His	great	skill	is	to	sniff	his	opponents’	vulnerabilities:	“low	energy,”	“little,”
“crooked,”	“fake.”	In	the	same	way,	Trump	has	intuited	the	weak	points	in	the
American	political	system	and	in	American	political	culture.	Trump	gambled
that	Americans	resent	each	other’s	differences	more	than	they	cherish	their
shared	democracy.	So	far,	that	gamble	has	paid	off.
“Democracy,”	as	you	were	taught	in	high	school	civics,	is	a	word	that	traces

its	origin	back	to	two	Greek	words:	the	word	for	“people”	and	the	word	for
“rule.”	I	call	this	book	Trumpocracy	because	it	is	a	study	of	rulership,	not	a
study	of	personality.	My	topic	is	President	Trump’s	power:	how	he	has	gained	it,
how	he	has	used	it,	why	it	has	not	yet	been	effectively	checked.
An	American	president	is	not	some	tribal	chief,	ruling	by	personal	charisma

and	brute	force.	He	(or	someday	she)	works	through	systems:	through	a	party	in
Congress	and	the	states,	through	supportive	media	organizations,	through



national	political	networks	of	donors	and	voters,	through	the	hundreds	of	staffers
included	in	the	term	“the	White	House,”	and	through	the	thousands	of	senior
functionaries	who	together	administer	the	executive	branch.
This	book	is	the	story	of	those	who	enable,	empower,	support,	and	collaborate

with	Donald	Trump.	Many	of	those	people	have	found	ways	to	express	their
personal	discomfort	and	disquiet	with	Trump.	Those	expressions	may	well	be	to
some	greater	or	lesser	degree	sincere.	They	may	someday	even	become
important.	But	as	of	the	time	of	the	publication	of	this	book,	they	remain
ineffectual.
If	(when?)	his	enablers	withdraw	from	Donald	Trump,	he	will	be	left	isolated

and	helpless,	a	dead	tooth	in	the	gums	of	the	US	government.	Yet	the
opportunity	he	discovered	and	the	danger	he	presented	will	not	end	with	Donald
Trump’s	career.	The	vulnerabilities	Trump	exploited	will	remain	vulnerabilities
still.	Political	decisions	and	economic	trends	have	deeply	riven	the	contemporary
United	States	along	lines	of	class,	race,	region,	national	origin,	and	cultural
identity.	Even	the	bonds	between	men	and	women	have	become	attenuated.
Those	are	not	rhetorical	claims;	they	are	measurable	facts.	Diversity	brings
distrust—and	the	mutual	distrust	among	Americans	has	been	Donald	Trump’s
most	important	political	resource.
Since	the	election	of	2016,	much	has	been	written	about	the	campaign

decisions	that	supposedly	brought	the	United	States	to	its	present	pass.	Why
didn’t	Hillary	Clinton	commit	resources	here	instead	of	there?	Why	visit	this
state	instead	of	that?	I	propose	we	put	the	spotlight	on	the	voters	rather	than	the
candidates;	on	longer-term	trends,	not	dramatic	incidents;	on	the	game	as	it	is
played,	not	the	ballyhooed	game	changers	who	so	seldom	actually	change
anything.
Even	before	Donald	Trump	thrust	himself	forward	as	a	presidential	candidate,

American	politics	had	been	veering	toward	extremism	and	instability.	Trump
seized	a	dark	opportunity,	but	that	opportunity	had	been	opened	and	enlarged	for
him	by	others.	Trump’s	election	was	a	system	failure,	but	the	system	did	not	fail
out	of	the	wild	blue	yonder.
Institutions	do	not	matter	for	themselves.	They	matter	because	of	the	way	they

serve,	or	fail	to	serve,	the	people	of	the	country.	Trumpocracy	has	left
Americans	less	safe	against	foreign	dangers,	has	diverted	their	money	from	its
proper	purposes	to	improper	pockets,	has	worked	to	bias	law	enforcement	in
favor	of	the	powerful,	and	has	sought	to	intimidate	media	lest	they	report	things
the	public	most	needs	to	know.	To	shrug	and	say,	“What	does	it	all	matter?”	is
not	only	to	dismiss	the	poor	and	the	vulnerable	but	to	submit	your	own	interests
to	the	mercy	of	the	greedy	and	unscrupulous.	It	is	to	submit	to	life	as	a	subject



rather	than	a	citizen.
A	human	catastrophe	is	unfolding	on	the	US	territory	of	Puerto	Rico	as	the

editorial	process	for	this	book	comes	to	its	close.	I	do	not	know	the	ultimate	toll
in	human	life,	but	the	whole	world	has	caught	its	first	glimpses	of	the	scale	of
suffering	on	the	island	in	the	wake	of	Hurricane	Maria.	This	is	what	it	means	for
government	to	fail.	Trump’s	government	has	failed	not	only	because	of
indifference	and	incompetence,	although	he	abounds	in	both,	but	because	from
the	start	it	has	been	redirected	from	the	service	of	the	public	to	the
aggrandizement	of	one	domineering	man	and	his	shamelessly	grasping	extended
family.
Every	book	is	a	journey,	and	the	wise	reader	will	examine	the	credentials	of

the	guide.	When	Donald	Trump	entered	the	presidential	race	in	the	summer	of
2015,	I	hoped	for	some	good	from	him.	Could	he	be	the	wake-up	call	that
Republicans	needed?	Trump,	you’ll	recall,	launched	his	campaign	not	only	with
name-calling,	but	also	with	a	fresh	message.	Rather	than	end	the	Medicare
guarantee	for	people	under	the	age	of	fifty-five,	he	would	protect	it.	Rather	than
propose	upper-income	tax	cuts,	he	would	focus	on	middle-class	opportunities.
Rather	than	terminate	the	step	toward	universal	health	coverage	in	the
Affordable	Care	Act	(ACA),	he	would	improve	and	enlarge	coverage.	Rather
than	propose	amnesty	as	a	solution	to	illegal	immigration,	he	would	secure
America’s	borders.	Perhaps	as	important	as	any	of	these	things,	Trump	might	at
last	force	Republicans	to	confront	the	Iraq	trauma.	Trump	of	course	flagrantly
lied	about	his	own	history	with	regard	to	the	Iraq	War.2	He	repeated	a	fantasy
about	opposing	the	war	so	strenuously	that	President	George	W.	Bush	sent
representatives	to	Trump	to	beg	him	to	be	quiet.	It	was	all	utterly	untrue.	Yet	if
he	is	dishonest	about	his	own	history,	Trump	smashed	the	taboos	that	had
squelched	honesty	in	others.	Perhaps	now	we	conservatives	and	Republicans
could	talk	openly	about	what	had	gone	wrong	and	what	should	be	learned.	(I’ve
placed	my	own	retrospectives	on	Iraq	on	the	public	record	for	anyone	interested.
You	can	find	them	archived	at	DavidFrum.com.)
Pretty	transparently,	Donald	Trump	had	no	credible	plans	for	doing	any	of

these	good	things.	But	even	to	articulate	such	challenges	to	party	dogma
amounted	to	a	public	service	of	a	kind.	By	showing	that	Republican	voters
would	reward	a	candidate	who	promised	to	protect	health	care	and	reduce
immigration,	rather	than	the	usual	other	way	around,	Trump	opened	the	way	(or
so	I	then	hoped)	for	some	more	responsible	politician	to	adopt	these	issues	and
shove	Trump	aside.
I	expected	the	good	sense	of	Republican	voters	to	reassert	itself.	I	refused	to

allow	that	the	party	could	actually	nominate	him,	or	that	an	unlucky	bounce	in



the	Electoral	College	might	somehow	elect	him.	Pro-Trump	talkers	cite	the
underestimation	of	Trump’s	chances	by	people	like	me	as	proof	that	the	media
“got	it	wrong”	in	2016	and	have	remained	“always	wrong”	about	Trump	ever
since.3
But	a	wrong	prediction	about	Trump’s	chances	is	not	the	same	thing	as	an

inaccurate	assessment	of	Trump’s	character	and	behavior,	or	of	the
consequences	of	that	character	and	behavior	for	the	government	of	the	United
States.	If	anything,	Trump’s	Electoral	College	fluke	has	forced	a	clearer	and
grimmer	reckoning	with	the	ominous	anti-democratic	forces	Trump	represents.

.	.	.	rats	running	in	the	roof-beams,	ants
Chewing	at	the	foundations.
Death-beetles	tick	under	the	wall-paper,	punctuate	the	evening	quiet
Of	families	gathered	at	home.4

That	haunting	vision	was	composed	almost	a	century	ago	by	James	Neugass,	an
American	who	fought	in	the	Spanish	Civil	War.	It	warns	that	societies	can
dissolve	into	rot,	as	well	as	erupt	into	violence.
Trump	gained	the	presidency	thanks	in	great	part	to	voters	disgusted	by	a

status	quo	that	was	ceasing	to	work	for	more	and	more	of	them.	The	largest	and
most	loyal	subset	of	those	voters	were	men	who	felt	devalued	in	the	economy
and	disrespected	in	the	culture,	who	chafed	at	being	scolded	for	their	“privilege”
even	as	they	succumbed	to	disability,	drugs,	and	early	death.	Trump	has	not	kept
faith	with	those	voters.	But	they	have	kept	faith	with	him.	For	fear	of	them,
Trump’s	party	stays	bolted	to	him.	Members	of	his	party	may	denounce	him	in
“on	background”	interviews.	His	own	staff	will	leak	their	disgust	at	his	antics
and	cruelties.	Yet	whatever	these	powerful	people	say	in	private,	they	continue
to	enable	him	in	public.	It	is	their	public	actions,	despite	their	private	qualms,
that	sustain	Trumpocracy.
President	Trump	has	plunged	the	government	of	the	United	States	into	chaos

that	enhances	his	personal	power.	He	has	persuaded	millions	of	Americans	to
ignore	information	they	need	as	“fake	news”	from	a	“corrupt	media.”	He	has
allowed	foreign	states	and	local	politicians	to	tamper	with	the	integrity	of
American	elections	to	his	own	benefit.	He	demands	that	high	officials	disregard
the	law	in	favor	of	personal	loyalty	to	him.	He	has	concentrated	power	in	the
hands	of	military	men—better	men	than	himself,	but	not	the	right	hands	for	the
job	of	civilian	government.	He	has	alienated	allies,	appeased	large	enemies,	and
goaded	small	ones	to	the	edge	of	war.	He	has	brutally	inflamed	the	ethnic	and
class	divisions	that	empowered	him	in	the	first	place.	He	has	enriched	himself	in
government	in	a	way	that	disheartens	every	honest	public	official,	and	invites



dishonest	ones	to	imitate	him.
But	that	cannot	be	the	final	word—and	it	will	not	be.	We	can	choose	our

futures,	not	merely	submit	to	them.	Past	generations	of	Americans	have	faced
and	overcome	severer	tests.	Will	this	generation	be	found	wanting	in	its	hour	on
the	stage	of	history?	Someday,	the	time	will	come	to	write	the	history	of	that
hour.	I	undertake	this	book	before	that	time,	as	my	contribution	to	ensuring	that
the	hour’s	ending	is	one	to	be	prouder	of	than	its	sorry	opening.



Chapter	1
Pre-existing	Conditions

Democracy	dies	in	darkness,	opines	a	great	American	newspaper,	but	it	would
be	more	accurate	to	say	that	it	dies	by	degrees.	Where	constitutional	democracy
has	been	lost,	it	has	been	lost	because	political	actors	have	broken	its	rules	turn
by	turn	to	achieve	some	immediately	urgent	goal.	Each	rule	breaking	then
justifies	the	next,	in	a	cycle	of	revenge	that	ends	only	in	the	formal	or	informal
abrogation	of	the	constitutional	order.
Constitutional	democracy	is	founded	on	a	commitment	first	and	foremost	to

the	rules	of	the	game.	The	losers	in	any	round	of	play	agree	to	accept	their	loss,
because	they	believe	they	will	soon	have	another	turn;	the	winners	accept	limits
on	their	gains	because	they	anticipate	that	next	time	they	may	number	among	the
losers.
“Well,	here’s	the	way	I	see	it,”	said	President	George	H.	W.	Bush	on	the	night

of	his	reelection	defeat	in	1992.	He	repeated	the	phrase	as	he	continued,

Here’s	the	way	we	see	it	and	the	country	should	see	it—that	the	people	have	spoken	and	we
respect	the	majesty	of	the	democratic	system.	I	just	called	Governor	Clinton	over	in	Little
Rock	and	offered	my	congratulations.	He	did	run	a	strong	campaign.	I	wish	him	well	in	the
White	House.	And	I	want	the	country	to	know	that	our	entire	Administration	will	work	closely
with	his	team	to	ensure	the	smooth	transition	of	power.	There	is	important	work	to	be	done,
and	America	must	always	come	first.	So	we	will	get	behind	this	new	President	and	wish	him
—wish	him	well.	.	.	.
Now	I	ask	that	we	stand	behind	our	new	President	and	regardless	of	our	differences,	all

Americans	share	the	same	purpose:	to	make	this,	the	world’s	greatest	nation,	more	safe	and
more	secure	and	to	guarantee	every	American	a	shot	at	the	American	dream.1

In	the	years	since	1992,	however,	the	game	of	politics	has	evolved	more	and



more	into	a	live-fire	exercise.	The	end	of	the	Cold	War	perhaps	explains	the
intensifying	ferocity	of	the	competition:	since	1990,	national	security	concerns
have	mattered	less	to	American	elites.	The	slowdown	in	economic	growth	since
the	year	2000	and	the	shock	of	the	financial	crisis	and	the	Great	Recession	have
embittered	politics	too;	when	there	seems	less	to	go	around,	people	quarrel	more
ferociously	over	what	remains.	Ill	feeling	over	the	Supreme	Court	decision	that
elevated	George	W.	Bush	to	the	presidency	over	Al	Gore	has	never	healed.
Accelerating	ethnic	and	cultural	diversity	raises	the	stakes	while	aggravating
mistrust	and	resentment	between	Americans.	The	failures	and	mistakes	of
government	policy	since	2001—from	the	9/11	attacks,	through	the	Iraq	War,
through	the	weak	recovery	from	the	Great	Recession—have	swung	the
pendulum	of	power	more	rapidly	from	side	to	side,	tempting	each	of	the	two
parties	to	grasp	for	more	while	it	can,	conscious	that	the	moment	of	opportunity
will	not	last	long.
However	you	weight	those	causes,	the	record	of	the	consequences	makes	grim

reading.
Item:
The	Republican	congressional	majorities	elected	in	2010	arrived	in

Washington	believing	they	carried	a	mandate	for	radical	cuts	in	government
spending	and	especially	the	early	repeal	of	the	then-new	Affordable	Care	Act.
President	Obama,	elected	by	even	more	votes	in	2008,	insisted	he	retained	a
mandate	to	defend	the	policies	enacted	by	Democrats	in	2009–2010.	Who	was
right?	Surely	both.	Yet	rather	than	bargains	and	compromises,	all-or-nothing
politics	emerged	as	the	order	of	the	day.	In	the	summer	of	2011,	frustrated	by
their	inability	to	impose	their	will	on	the	president,	Republicans	in	Congress
adopted	a	desperate	tactic.	Unless	Obama	consented	to	large	cuts	in	future
spending,	they	would	not	authorize	a	rise	in	the	US	debt	ceiling.	In	effect,	this
would	result	in	a	default	on	the	debt	incurred	by	past	spending.
Debt	ceiling	fights	had	occurred	often	enough	in	sessions	past.	Back	in	2006,

then-Senator	Obama	had	himself	voted	nay	on	a	debt	ceiling	increase.	But	in
those	past	fights,	the	congressional	leadership	had	always	ensured	that	there
were	sufficient	votes	to	pass	the	increase	before	proceeding	with	the	demagogic
speeches	opposing	the	increase.	Using	the	debt	ceiling	vote	as	an	opportunity	for
crass	grandstanding	was	a	venerable	congressional	tradition;	using	it	as	a
weapon	represented	something	startlingly	new.
Republicans	threatened	national	bankruptcy,	and	they	reiterated	that	threat

until	an	estimated	forty-eight	hours	before	the	government	of	the	United	States
lost	the	ability	to	pay	its	bills.	It	was	not	only	the	payment	of	interest	on
government	debt	that	would	have	been	jeopardized,	but	also	the	timely	payment



of	every	salary,	every	government	contract,	every	obligation	of	every	kind.	The
financial	and	economic	consequences	of	the	stoppage	of	payments	by	the	largest
purchaser	of	goods	and	services	on	planet	Earth	could	not	be	calculated,	could
barely	even	be	imagined.	It	would	be	a	nuclear	event—and	Republican	Party
leaders	were	willing	to	threaten	it	not	only	once,	but	a	second	time	again	in
2013.
Item:
President	Obama	tried	through	his	two	terms	in	office	to	negotiate	some	kind

of	immigration	deal	that	would	include	amnesties	for	most	or	all	the	people
illegally	residing	in	the	United	States.	Congress	rebuffed	him,	even	when
Democrats	held	the	majority.	Advocates	for	immigrants	pressed	the	president	to
extend	some	form	of	executive	protection	to	this	unauthorized	population.	Again
and	again,	Obama	replied	that	he	lacked	the	legal	authority	to	do	so.

I	just	want	to	repeat:	I’m	president.	I’m	not	king.	.	.	.	I	can	exercise	some	flexibility	in	terms	of
where	we	deploy	our	resources,	to	focus	on	people	who	are	really	causing	problems	as
opposed	to	families	who	are	just	trying	to	work	and	support	themselves.	But	there’s	a	limit	to
the	discretion	that	I	can	show,	because	I	am	obliged	to	execute	the	law.	That’s	what	the
executive	branch	means.	I	can’t	just	make	up	the	laws	by	myself.2

Sometimes	when	I	talk	to	immigration	advocates,	they	wish	I	could	just	bypass	Congress
and	change	the	law	myself.	But	that’s	not	how	a	democracy	works.3

We	are	doing	everything	we	can	administratively.	But	the	fact	of	the	matter	is	there	are	laws
on	the	books	that	I	have	to	enforce.	And	I	think	there’s	been	a	great	disservice	done	to	the
cause	of	getting	the	DREAM	Act	passed	and	getting	comprehensive	immigration	passed	by
perpetrating	the	notion	that	somehow,	by	myself,	I	can	go	and	do	these	things.	It’s	just	not
true.	.	.	.	We	live	in	a	democracy.	You	have	to	pass	bills	through	the	legislature,	and	then	I	can
sign	it.4

In	June	2012,	Obama	abruptly	reversed	himself.	Facing	an	election	in	which
his	strategists	advised	that	Hispanic	votes	would	be	crucial,	President	Obama
issued	the	very	order	that	he	himself	had	so	repeatedly	denounced	as	beyond	his
authority.	In	the	long	history	of	presidential	overreach,	there	had	never	been	a
case	like	it:	a	president	asserting	a	power	that	he	himself	while	actually	serving
as	president	had	forcefully	and	repeatedly	condemned	as	unlawful.
The	2012	action	deferred	enforcement	of	the	immigration	laws	against	people

under	the	age	of	thirty	who	had	entered	the	United	States	before	age	sixteen,
provided	they	had	violated	no	other	laws.	This	population	was	estimated	at	about
800,000	people.5	In	November	2014,	President	Obama	issued	an	even	more
ambitious	order,	this	time	deferring	action	against	the	parents	of	the	beneficiaries
of	the	2012	order,	enlarging	the	protected	population	to	an	estimated	four



million	people.6
In	June	2016,	a	4–4	deadlock	on	the	US	Supreme	Court	would	leave	in	place

an	appellate	court’s	ruling	that	Obama	had	indeed	overstepped	his	powers.7	Yet
Obama	did	not	withdraw	from	his	new	assertion	of	power.	He	and	his	defenders
argued	that	congressional	inaction	had	left	him	no	choice	but	to	act	alone.	It’s	a
strange	version	of	the	Constitution	that	says	the	president	gains	greater	power	to
say	yes	when	Congress	tries	to	tell	him	no.	Pre-2012	Obama,	by	contrast,
recognized	that	if	Congress	declines	to	enact	a	law,	then	said	law	is	not	enacted,
and	everybody	including	the	president	must	live	with	the	consequences.	Post-
2012	Obama	had	become	more	impatient	with	restraints	on	his	power.	Or,
rather,	his	voters	had	become	so,	as	we	shall	see	in	more	detail	in	the	final
chapter	of	this	book.
Item:

American	politics	has	often	enough	been	poisoned	by	conspiracy	thinking.	But
there	was	something	more	radical	and	more	far-reaching	about	the	Birther	hoax
of	the	Obama	years	than	in	conspiracy	fantasies	of	the	past.	(Birthers	variously
argued	that	Barack	Obama	had	been	born	in	Kenya,	raised	a	Muslim,	or	did	not
qualify	as	a	“natural-born	citizen”	because	his	father	was	foreign	born.8)

1.	 The	hoax	was	accepted	in	some	form	or	other	by	a	large	majority	of
Republican	voters.	Surveys	in	the	final	year	of	the	Obama	presidency
found	that	only	about	one-quarter	of	registered	Republicans
acknowledged	that	Barack	Obama	had	been	born	in	the	United	States.
The	three-quarters	majority	expressed	either	certainty	that	he	had	not
(about	40	percent)	or	doubt	that	he	had	(about	35	percent).	Highly
informed	Republicans	were	actually	slightly	less	likely	to	accept	the
fact	of	Barack	Obama’s	American	birth	than	less-informed
Republicans.9

2.	 The	hoax	not	only	shaped	but	outright	controlled	the	political
possibilities	for	Republican	officeholders.	When	confronted	on
television	with	video	of	Iowa	Republicans	insisting	that	Barack	Obama
was	hiding	something	about	his	origins,	then-Speaker	John	Boehner
had	this	to	say	to	NBC’s	David	Gregory:	“It’s	not	my	job	to	tell	the
American	people	what	to	think.	.	.	.	The	state	of	Hawaii	has	said	that	he
was	born	there.	That’s	good	enough	for	me.	The	president	says	he’s	a
Christian.	I	accept	him	at	his	word.”	He	then	repeated:	“The	American
people	have	the	right	to	think	what	they	want	to	think.	I	can’t—it’s	not



my	job	to	tell	them.”10

You	can	multiply	Boehner’s	contortions	endlessly.11	Party	leaders
personally	rejected	and	derided	the	Birther	hoax.	They	did	not	dare	do
so	out	loud	where	their	voters	and	donors	might	hear.

3.	 The	hoax	almost	instantly	became	decisive	in	the	Republican	Party’s
presidential	politics.	Donald	Trump	seized	on	the	Birther	hoax	in	2011,
shouldering	aside	its	early	promoters	to	emerge	as	the	nation’s
preeminent	denier	of	Obama’s	Americanism.	People	forget	this	now,
but	Republicans	instantly	rewarded	Trump	by	acclaiming	his	as	their
favorite	for	the	presidential	nomination	of	.	.	.	2012!	An	April	2011
poll	put	Trump	in	first	place	among	Republican	presidential
possibilities,	by	an	impressive	nine	points	over	the	runner-up,	Mike
Huckabee,	and	eleven	points	over	the	ultimate	winner,	Mitt	Romney.12

Trump	took	himself	out	of	the	2012	race	in	May	of	that	year,	but	his	early
success	was	not	overlooked.	Mitt	Romney	sought	his	endorsement;	other
candidates	emulated	his	methods	in	2016.	Asked	whether	Obama	was	a
Christian	at	a	press	conference	at	a	2015	meeting	of	the	National	Governors
Association,	Scott	Walker	replied,	“I	don’t	know.	I’ve	actually	never	talked
about	it	or	I	haven’t	read	about	that.	I’ve	never	asked	him	that.”13

Nothing	like	this	radical	denial	of	the	Americanism	of	a	serving	president	had
been	seen	since	the	Civil	War	era,	if	then.	The	denial	also	revealed	that	as	the
country	diversified,	its	conservatives	would	insist	ever	more	militantly	that	no
matter	who	might	reside	within	the	United	States,	the	country’s	institutions	and
identity	should	belong	only	to	those	recognizably	like	them.
Item:
Supreme	Court	nominations	have	triggered	political	battles	since	the	earliest

days	of	the	republic.	But	the	rest	of	the	federal	judicial	system	had	historically
excited	Americans	much	less.	Patronage,	not	ideology,	inspired	the	great
majority	of	lower-court	appointments,	each	party	taking	turns	to	reward	friends
and	supporters.
That	easygoing	rotation	has	radicalized	over	the	past	two	decades.	The	change

is	often	dated	to	a	2001	article	by	Bruce	Ackerman,	a	law	professor	at	Yale.
George	W.	Bush	had	been	made	president,	Ackerman	argued,	only	by	the
intervention	of	a	conservative	Supreme	Court.	If	Bush	then	appointed	further
conservative	justices,	the	court	would	be	“packing	itself.”	For	that	reason,	“when
sitting	justices	retire	or	die,	the	Senate	should	refuse	to	confirm	any	nominations
offered	up	by	President	Bush.”14



Ackerman	limited	his	boycott	idea	to	the	Supreme	Court	itself,	but	Senate
Democrats	did	him	one	better.	No	Supreme	Court	vacancies	opened	in	George
W.	Bush’s	first	term,	but	a	great	many	appellate	court	seats	did.	In	a	closely
divided	Senate,	Democrats	successfully	blocked	the	consideration	of	ten	of	these
appointees—an	unprecedented	move.
Republicans	struck	back	after	gaining	Senate	seats	in	the	election	of	2004.

They	threatened	to	end	the	Senate	minority’s	power	to	filibuster	lower-court
judicial	nominations.	The	two	parties	reached	a	deal.	The	appellate-judge
filibuster	was	preserved	in	theory,	but	with	an	understanding	that	the	minority
would	use	it	only	in	“extreme	cases.”	By	then,	the	most	controversial	of	the
Bush	nominees	had	removed	themselves	from	consideration,	so	Democrats
could	score	the	exchange	as	a	victory.
This	backstory	explains	why	Senate	Republicans	a	decade	later	felt	entitled	to

use	unprecedented	tactics	of	their	own	against	President	Obama’s	final	nominee
to	the	Supreme	Court,	Merrick	Garland.	Republicans	refused	Garland	even	a
hearing,	never	mind	a	vote,	inventing	a	new	principle	against	presidents
nominating	Supreme	Court	justices	in	their	final	year.	The	outcome	of	the	2016
presidential	election	then	allowed	Republicans	to	claim	the	open	seat	for	one	of
their	own,	Neil	Gorsuch,	a	grab	that	will	be	regarded	by	Democrats	as	justifying
whatever	revenge	they	can	exact	whenever	they	recover	a	Senate	majority.
Item:
Republicans	had	pledged	and	pledged	again	to	repeal	and	replace	Obamacare.

They	fought	the	2012	election	very	largely	as	a	referendum	on	that	issue.	After
the	defeat,	their	Congressional	leadership	tacitly	accepted	that	the	issue	had
closed.	They	continued	the	fight	anyway.	Donors	demanded	it,	and	it	energized
the	rank	and	file.	But	as	Eric	Cantor,	then	the	number	two	House	Republican,
conceded	in	an	interview	published	in	July	2017,	“To	give	the	impression	that	if
Republicans	were	in	control	of	the	House	and	Senate,	that	we	could	do	that
when	Obama	was	still	in	office.	.	.	.	I	never	believed	it.”15

But	a	great	many	others	did	believe	it.	These	true-believing	conservatives
assumed	that	the	party	in	which	they	had	invested	so	much	faith,	energy,	and
money	must	have	developed	a	plan	to	repeal	and	replace	Obamacare,	if	and
when	the	moment	should	arrive.	So	that	moment	did,	or	seemed	to	do,	in
November	2016:	united	Republican	control	of	the	federal	government.
At	which	point	it	instantly	became	undeniable	that	the	Republicans’	ideas	for

replacing	Obamacare	bubbled	with	toxicity.
Republicans	had	excoriated	the	Affordable	Care	Act	for	presenting	middle-

class	taxpayers	with	increased	premiums	and	heightened	deductibles.	Their	own
plans	would	lower	premiums	in	the	individual	marketplace	a	little,	for	some,	by



raising	deductibles	a	lot	for	just	about	everybody.	This	was	not	malice,	just
arithmetic.	It	was	arithmetic	too	that	reducing	the	federal	government’s	future
contributions	to	Medicaid	would	drop	millions	of	enrollees	from	the	program
over	the	next	decade.
What	goes	around	comes	around.	In	2017,	House	and	Senate	Republicans

would	try	to	jam	through	Congress	a	law	every	bit	as	far-reaching	as	the
Affordable	Care	Act,	without	hearings,	without	debate,	and	(insofar	as	they
could)	without	scores	from	the	Congressional	Budget	Office.	Ironically,	while
all	attention	was	focused	on	President	Trump’s	raging	and	bullying,	the	most
radical	attack	on	American	norms	of	governance	in	his	first	year	was	attempted
not	by	Steve	Bannon,	Jeff	Sessions,	Anthony	Scaramucci,	or	any	other	late-night
demon,	but	by	the	regular	Republicans	of	the	House	and	Senate.	Senator	John
McCain	vividly	described	the	legislative	method	of	repeal	and	replace:

We’ve	tried	to	do	this	by	coming	up	with	a	proposal	behind	closed	doors	in	consultation	with
the	administration,	then	springing	it	on	skeptical	members,	trying	to	convince	them	it’s	better
than	nothing,	asking	us	to	swallow	our	doubts	and	force	it	past	a	unified	opposition.	I	don’t
think	that	is	going	to	work	in	the	end.	And	it	probably	shouldn’t.16

Some	Republicans,	including	John	McCain,	have	attempted	to	compare	the
methods	of	ACA	repeal	to	those	with	which	the	ACA	was	enacted	in	the	first
place.	Yet	the	original	ACA	was	lengthily	debated,	examined	in	committee,	and
fully	scored	by	the	Congressional	Budget	Office.	It	represented	not	novelty,	but
a	somewhat	more	redistributionist	update	of	the	health	care	reform	signed	into
law	in	Massachusetts	by	Governor	Mitt	Romney	and	originally	sketched	at	the
Conservative	Heritage	Foundation	in	the	mid-1990s,	as	a	Republican	alternative
to	the	health	care	plan	offered	by	the	Clinton	administration.	Whatever	other
complaints	might	be	brought	against	the	ACA,	nobody	can	say	it	was	sprung	on
either	Congress	or	the	American	people	out	of	nowhere—or	that	senators	lacked
full	information	about	its	contents	and	consequences.	ACA	repeal,	however,	was
pushed	through	Congress	as	a	black	box.	The	famous	line	of	Nancy	Pelosi’s
—“We	have	to	pass	the	bill	so	that	you	can	find	out	what’s	in	it”	(ripped	from
context	in	her	case	and	distorted	in	its	meaning	by	her	opponents)—literally	did
apply	to	the	repeal	of	the	Affordable	Care	Act.
The	failure	of	ACA	repeal	may	deter	future	Congresses	from	repeating	the

smash-and-grab	methods	of	the	Republicans	of	2017–18.	But	a	sinister
precedent	has	been	set,	and	it	will	not	be	soon	forgotten.
Item:
The	twenty-first	century	has	been	an	unhealthy	era	for	political	incumbents.

Between	November	2000	and	November	2016,	partisan	control	of	the	House	of



Representatives	flipped	twice;	control	of	the	Senate,	four	times.	That’s	the	same
number	of	rotations,	for	each	chamber,	as	in	the	entire	fifty-five-year	period
from	VJ	Day	to	November	2000.
The	presidency	had	a	lower	turnover	rate,	but	even	there,	trouble	indicators

flashed.	George	W.	Bush	was	reelected	in	2004	with	50.7	percent	of	the	popular
vote—the	lowest	percentage	of	the	popular	vote	in	American	history	for	any
incumbent	president	not	actually	to	lose.	In	2012,	Barack	Obama	won	his	second
term	by	a	smaller	margin	of	the	vote	than	he	won	his	first,	the	only	such	drop-off
since	the	age	of	Andrew	Jackson.
In	almost	every	survey	since	the	Iraq	War	began	to	go	wrong	in	2004,

upwards	of	60	percent	of	Americans	assessed	the	country	as	on	the	“wrong
track.”	In	the	aftermath	of	the	financial	crisis	of	2008,	the	wrong-track	number
spiked	past	70	percent.	It	would	return	to	that	disturbing	peak	at	intervals	during
the	slow,	weak	recovery	that	followed.17
How	removed	from	interactions	with	ordinary	Americans	did	political	elites

have	to	be	to	plan	the	2016	election	as	a	return	engagement	between	the	two
most	famous	political	dynasties	of	late	twentieth-century	America:	Bush	versus
Clinton?	Yet	the	country’s	wealthiest	citizens	committed	hundreds	of	millions	of
dollars	to	secure	just	that	outcome.	Could	they	not	foresee	trouble?	Apparently
not.
Rich	people	faced	rising	taxes	in	the	Obama	years,	and	understandably	they

did	not	like	it.	They	had	to	deal	with	a	president	who	seemed	unusually
unimpressed	by	their	accomplishments,	a	sore	point	for	a	class	of	people
accustomed	to	accolades	and	compliments.	The	venture	capitalist	Tom	Perkins
signed	a	letter	to	the	Wall	Street	Journal	in	2014	calling	attention	to	“the
parallels	of	fascist	Nazi	Germany	to	its	war	on	its	‘one	percent,’	namely	its	Jews,
to	the	progressive	war	on	the	American	one	percent,	namely	the	‘rich.’”	Perkins
warned	of	the	possibility	of	a	“progressive	Kristallnacht.”18	Psychic	alarms	aside,
the	Obama	years	were	actually	a	good	time	for	the	American	affluent.	Over
President	Obama’s	eight	years	in	office,	the	S&P	500	gained	235	percent,	more
than	16	percent	annually—one	of	the	very	best	returns	in	US	history.19
Yet	through	those	years,	one	heard	the	pounding	drumbeat	of	discontent:	the

Tea	Party,	Occupy	Wall	Street,	Black	Lives	Matter,	the	Trump	campaign.	These
movements	had	many	points	of	disagreement	with	each	other,	but	even	more
important	similarities,	including	a	rising	tolerance	for	violence.	It	could	still
shock	the	nation	in	2009	when	one	man	carried	a	loaded	rifle	to	an	Obama
political	rally	in	Arizona.20	Dozens	of	weapons	were	carried	at	the	Black	Lives
Matter	march	in	Dallas	in	2016	that	ended	in	the	killing	of	five	police	officers
and	the	wounding	of	seven	more,	as	well	as	the	injury	of	two	civilians.21	Even



more	and	heavier	weaponry	would	be	displayed	at	the	rallies	against	the	removal
of	Confederate	statues	in	Houston	and	Charlottesville	in	2017.
The	affluent	and	the	secure	persisted	with	old	ways	and	old	names	in	the	face

of	the	disillusionment	and	even	the	radicalization	of	the	poorer	two-thirds	of
American	society.	They	invited	a	crisis.	The	only	surprise	was	.	.	.	how	surprised
they	were	when	the	invited	crisis	arrived.
Donald	Trump	did	not	create	the	vulnerabilities	he	exploited.	They	awaited

him.	The	irresponsibility	of	American	elites,	the	arrogance	of	party	leaders,	the
insularity	of	the	wealthy:	those	and	more	were	the	resources	Trump	used	on	his
way	to	power.
“It’s	even	worse	than	it	looks,”	quipped	a	2012	book	by	Norman	Ornstein	and

Thomas	Mann.22	Such	pessimism	invited	the	reply,	“That’s	what	you	said	last
time.”	Things	have	looked	bad	before	without	the	world	coming	to	an	end.	Why
panic	now?	But	it	can	equally	be	true	that	things	were	bad	before,	that	things
have	gotten	worse	since,	and	that	things	may	get	even	worse	in	the	future.	Like	a
man	falling	downstairs,	each	thump	and	tumble	may	be	a	prelude	to	the	next,
with	the	final	crash	still	waiting	for	him	even	farther	down.
Since	the	election	of	Donald	Trump,	the	hard	and	painful	floor	seems	to	be

rising	toward	us	faster	and	faster	and	faster.



Chapter	2
Enablers

He	did	not	do	it	by	himself.	Donald	Trump	was	hoisted	into	office,	and	is
sustained	there	by	many	hands:

by	a	conservative	entertainment	complex	that	propagandized	for	him;
by	fellow	candidates	for	president	who	appeased	him	in	the	hope	they
could	use	him;
by	a	Republican	Party	apparatus	that	submitted	to	him;
by	a	donor	elite	who	funded	him;
by	a	congressional	party	that	protected	him;
by	writers	and	intellectuals	who	invented	excuses	for	him;	and
by	millions	of	rank-and-file	Republicans,	who	accepted	him.

Even	as	the	truth	about	Trump	loomed	ever	larger	and	more	inescapable
during	the	presidential	campaign,	he	drew	protection	and	support	from
conservative	true	believers.	Some	of	those	people	had	opposed	him	in	the
primaries	for	his	deviations	from	conservative	ideology.	Many	more	of	them	will
rediscover	that	ideology	after	his	administration	ends,	and	condemn	Trump
retrospectively	as	“really	a	liberal	all	along.”
But	for	now,	when	it	matters,	they	are	locked	in.	They	are	locked	in	by	their

cultural	grievances.	Donald	Trump	has	delivered	very	little	by	way	of	an
affirmative	conservative	agenda.	But	how	much	did	that	failure	matter	compared



to	his	successful	exploitation	of	conservative	anger	and	alienation?	The	radio
broadcaster	Hugh	Hewitt	astutely	explained	on	Twitter	why	so	many
conservatives	enabled	a	president	who	achieved	so	little.	Hewitt	wrote	less	than
a	week	after	Trump’s	soft-on-Nazism	response	to	the	August	2017	white
supremacist	march	in	Charlottesville,	Virginia:	“I	spoke	to	a	group	of	influential
CA	GOPers	tonight,	long	time	activists,	bundlers,	influencers.	Support	for
@realDonaldTrump	has	increased.”1	He	elaborated:	“Mostly	this	audience	hates
—hates—elite	media.	.	.	.	It	doesn’t	mean	his	supporters	aren’t	critical.	They	are.
Of	many	things.	But	@ealDonalTrump	[sic]	has	all	the	right	enemies.”2

Hewitt’s	perception	was	quickly	corroborated:	a	week	after	Charlottesville,	a
Republican	pollster	told	Greg	Sargent	of	the	Washington	Post	that	the
president’s	defense	of	Confederate	monuments	had	boosted	his	approval	ratings
among	his	core	supporters.3
An	even	more	coldly	calculated	manipulation	of	cultural	grievance	salvaged

Donald	Trump’s	campaign	at	its	single	most	hazardous	moment.	In	the	last
month	of	the	election,	Christian	America	heard	Donald	Trump	confess	to	a
lifelong	practice	of	sexual	assault.

You	know,	I’m	automatically	attracted	to	beautiful—I	just	start	kissing	them.	It’s	like	a
magnet.	I	don’t	even	wait.	And	when	you’re	a	star,	they	let	you	do	it.	You	can	do
anything.	.	.	.	Grab	’em	by	the	pussy.	You	can	do	anything.

Accompanying	video	revealed	Trump	behaving	just	as	he	said:	snaking	his
arm	around	an	actress’s	waist,	grasping	her	hip,	and	planting	an	uninvited	kiss
on	her	neck.	Other	women	came	forward	to	complain	that	they	too	had	been
grabbed	or	groped	or	worse	by	Trump.	How	could	Trump	now	deny	the
testimony	of	his	own	words?	He	did	not	even	try.	Instead,	his	campaign
operation	saved	him	by	stoking	the	cultural	resentments	of	white	Catholics,
exploiting	raw	material	provided	by	Russian	hackers	and	spies.	You	may
remember	the	main	lines	of	the	story,	but	full	understanding	is	found	in	the
minute-by-minute	timeline	of	events.
On	October	7,	2016,	at	about	four	o’clock	in	the	afternoon,	David	Fahrenthold

of	the	Washington	Post	published	an	astounding	story	confirming	a	long-
circulating	rumor:

Donald	Trump	bragged	in	vulgar	terms	about	kissing,	groping	and	trying	to	have	sex	with
women	during	a	2005	conversation	caught	on	a	hot	microphone,	saying	that	“when	you’re	a
star,	they	let	you	do	it,”	according	to	a	video	obtained	by	The	Washington	Post.
The	video	captures	Trump	talking	with	Billy	Bush,	then	of	“Access	Hollywood,”	on	a	bus

with	the	show’s	name	written	across	the	side.	They	were	arriving	on	the	set	of	“Days	of	Our
Lives”	to	tape	a	segment	about	Trump’s	cameo	on	the	soap	opera.4



Fahrenthold’s	story	instantly	rocketed	to	be	the	most	concurrently	read	story
in	the	Post’s	history,	even	briefly	crashing	the	newspaper’s	robust	servers.	For	a
dizzying	hour,	it	seemed	it	might	even	decide	the	election.
Republican	officeholders	and	candidates	stampeded	away	from	Trump.

Reince	Priebus,	the	chairman	of	the	Republican	National	Committee,	issued	a
statement	on	October	8	saying,	“No	woman	should	ever	be	described	in	these
terms	or	talked	about	in	this	manner.	Ever.”5	Speaker	of	the	House	Paul	Ryan
said:	“Women	are	to	be	championed	and	revered,	not	objectified”	and	disinvited
Trump	from	a	scheduled	rally.6	In	an	October	10	conference	call,	Ryan	told
fellow	Republican	House	members	that	he	would	no	longer	campaign	for	Trump
and	would	instead	work	to	preserve	a	House	majority	that	looked	suddenly
endangered.7	“Totally	inappropriate	and	offensive,”	declared	Kelly	Ayotte,
running	for	reelection	to	the	US	Senate	from	New	Hampshire.8	“Repugnant,	and
unacceptable	in	any	circumstance,”	said	the	Republican	Senate	majority	leader,
Mitch	McConnell.9	“I	respectfully	ask	you	with	all	due	respect,	to	step	aside.
Step	down,”	Utah’s	junior	senator,	Mike	Lee,	urged	in	a	video	posted	on
Facebook.10	“He	must	step	aside,”	agreed	Alaska’s	senior	senator,	Lisa
Murkowski.11	“Donald	Trump	should	withdraw	and	Mike	Pence	should	be	our
nominee	effective	immediately,”	tweeted	South	Dakota’s	senior	US	senator,
John	Thune.12	Altogether,	about	one-third	of	the	Republican	Senate	caucus
publicly	called	for	Trump	to	quit	the	race.	So	did	some	outspoken	members	of
the	House	caucus.	“I’m	out.	I	can	no	longer	in	good	conscience	endorse	this
person	for	president.	It	is	some	of	the	most	abhorrent	and	offensive	comments
that	you	can	possibly	imagine,”	Representative	Jason	Chaffetz	told	a	local	Utah
TV	channel.13
Trump	himself	felt	compelled	to	issue	the	only	apology	of	his	entire

campaign,	quite	possibly	of	his	entire	life.	He	released	a	ninety-second	video	to
Facebook	and	Twitter,	in	which	he	said	the	following:	“I’ve	never	said	I’m	a
perfect	person,	nor	pretended	to	be	someone	that	I’m	not.	I’ve	said	some	things
that	I	regret,	and	the	words	released	today	on	this	more-than-a-decade-old	video
are	one	of	them.	.	.	.	I	said	it.	I	was	wrong.	And	I	apologize.”14

But	as	Jimmy	Stewart	learns	in	It’s	a	Wonderful	Life,	“No	man	is	a	failure
who	has	friends.”	Donald	Trump	had	some	very	useful	friends	indeed.	Thirty-
two	minutes	after	Fahrenthold’s	story	appeared	on	the	Washington	Post’s	site,
the	Russian-backed	site	WikiLeaks	dumped	its	largest	email	cache	of	the
campaign:	a	hack	of	the	personal	Gmail	account	of	Hillary	Clinton’s	campaign
chair,	John	Podesta.15
The	Trump	campaign	and	its	media	supporters	knew	in	advance	that

something	was	coming.	On	Saturday,	October	1,	2016,	Trump’s	confidant	Roger



Stone	had	tweeted:	“Wednesday@HillaryClinton	is	done.	#Wikileaks.”16	On
Tuesday,	October	4,	WikiLeaks’	founder,	Julian	Assange,	posted	a	video
announcement	to	preview	his	“October	surprise.”	The	Drudge	Report	bannered
an	openmouthed	photo	of	Hillary	Clinton	headlined	“ASSANGE	COMES	FOR
HER	WIKILEAKS	DANGER.”17	Alex	Jones’s	Infowars	live-streamed	the
Assange	appearance.	But	Assange	spoke	only	in	generalities	that	day,	even
assuring	the	world	that	he	bore	no	personal	animus	against	Hillary	Clinton.	Alex
Jones	fulminated,	“Julian	Assange	is	a	Hillary	butt	plug.”18

Instead,	and	with	steely	discipline,	whoever	controlled	WikiLeaks	awaited	the
perfect	tactical	moment.	No	dump	Wednesday.	No	dump	Thursday.	Team
Trump	must	have	writhed	in	torment:	Through	the	first	week	in	October	Hillary
Clinton	held	a	five-point	lead	among	registered	voters.19	Then,	as	Republican
leaders	panicked	and	sputtered	after	the	Access	Hollywood	tape,	WikiLeaks
detonated	the	distraction	that	saved	the	Trump	campaign.
The	contents	of	the	October	7	WikiLeaks	dump	seemed	to	convict	Clinton	of

dishonesty	and	two-facedness	out	of	her	own	mouth.	It	was	in	one	of	the
speeches	quoted	there	that	she	said	that	a	politician	needs	“both	a	public	position
and	a	private	position.”20

Trump’s	campaign	had	excited	blue-collar	white	Americans	by	nationalist
attacks	on	too-permissive	trade	and	immigration	policies.	It	was	in	one	of	the
Podesta	emails	that	Clinton	was	quoted	as	saying:

My	dream	is	a	hemispheric	common	market,	with	open	trade	and	open	borders,	some	time	in
the	future	with	energy	that	is	as	green	and	sustainable	as	we	can	get	it,	powering	growth	and
opportunity	for	every	person	in	the	hemisphere.21

Trump	powerfully	deployed	Clinton’s	“open	borders”	quote	in	the	third	and
final	presidential	debate	on	October	19,	2016.	“We	have	no	country	if	we	have
no	border.	Hillary	wants	to	give	amnesty.	She	wants	to	have	open	borders.”	The
moderator,	Chris	Wallace,	invited	Clinton	to	defend	herself.	Clinton	replied,	“I
was	talking	about	energy.	You	know,	we	trade	more	energy	with	our	neighbors
than	we	trade	with	the	rest	of	the	world	combined.	And	I	do	want	us	to	have	an
electric	grid,	an	energy	system	that	crosses	borders.	I	think	that	will	be	a	great
benefit	to	us.”	Trump	countered:	“She	wants	open	borders.	People	are	going	to
pour	into	our	country.”	22
The	quote	about	the	“public	position	and	private	position”	was	used	by	the

Trump	campaign	to	an	even	greater	effect.	Before	the	WikiLeaks	dump,	polls
showed	Trump	and	Clinton	neck	and	neck	when	rated	for	“honesty	and
trustworthiness.”	By	Election	Day,	Trump	had	pulled	eight	points	ahead	as	the
more	honest,	according	to	the	Washington	Post/ABC	News	poll.23



No	wonder	Trump	chortled,	“I	love	WikiLeaks,”	to	a	Wilkes-Barre,
Pennsylvania,	audience	on	October	10,	2016.24	He	repeated	his	endorsement	in
Fletcher,	North	Carolina,	eleven	days	later,	and	altogether	on	164	occasions	in
the	last	month	of	the	presidential	campaign.25
Surely	the	greatest	gift	of	the	WikiLeaks	Podesta	hack	to	the	Trump

campaign,	however,	was	the	accelerant	it	offered	to	right-wing	cultural
grievance—and	the	escape	valve	it	consequently	offered	to	Catholics	and	other
Christians	discomfited	by	Trump’s	confessed	sexual	misconduct.
The	October	7	WikiLeaks	dump	contained	two	email	exchanges	in	which

people	connected	with	the	Clinton	campaign	talked	about	the	Catholic	church.	In
one	of	the	exchanges,	Jennifer	Palmieri,	a	future	Clinton	communications	aide,
replied	to	an	email	from	John	Halpin,	a	then-colleague	at	the	Center	for
American	Progress,	a	liberal	think	tank.	The	two,	both	liberal	Catholics,	were
reacting	angrily	to	news	that	Fox	News’	founder,	Rupert	Murdoch,	had	baptized
as	Catholic	his	children	by	his	third	wife,	Wendi	Deng.	In	the	other	exchange,
Sandy	Newman,	a	non-Catholic	Clinton	supporter,	emailed	to	ask	John	Podesta,
then	the	chairman	of	the	Center	for	American	Progress,	about	the	possibilities
for	liberal	reform	within	the	Catholic	church.
It’s	worth	reading	both	exchanges	in	full.
Exchange	1,	between	Halpin	and	Palmieri,	April	11,	2011:

HALPIN:	Ken	Auletta’s	latest	piece	on	Murdoch	in	the	New	Yorker	starts
off	with	the	aside	that	both	Murdoch	and	Robert	Thompson,
managing	editor	of	the	WSJ,	are	raising	their	kids	Catholic.	Friggin’
Murdoch	baptized	his	kids	in	Jordan	where	John	the	Baptist	baptized
Jesus.	Many	of	the	most	powerful	elements	of	the	conservative
movement	are	all	Catholic	(many	converts)	from	the	SC	and	think
tanks	to	the	media	and	social	groups.	It’s	an	amazing	bastardization	of
the	faith.	They	must	be	attracted	to	the	systematic	thought	and
severely	backwards	gender	relations	and	must	be	totally	unaware	of
Christian	democracy.

PALMIERI:	I	imagine	they	think	it	is	the	most	socially	acceptable
politically	conservative	religion.	Their	rich	friends	wouldn’t
understand	if	they	became	evangelicals.

HALPIN:	Excellent	point.	They	can	throw	around	“Thomistic”	thought
and	“subsidiarity”	and	sound	sophisticated	because	no	one	knows
what	the	hell	they’re	talking	about.26



That’s	it.	The	whole	thing.	Here’s	the	second	exchange,	dated	February	10,
2012,	between	Sandy	Newman	of	a	group	called	Voices	for	Progress	and	John
Podesta.	Again,	I	quote	the	totality.

NEWMAN:	This	whole	controversy	with	the	bishops	opposing
contraceptive	coverage	even	though	98%	of	Catholic	women	(and
their	conjugal	partners)	have	used	contraception	has	me	thinking	.	.	.
There	needs	to	be	a	Catholic	Spring,	in	which	Catholics	themselves
demand	the	end	of	a	middle	ages	dictatorship	and	the	beginning	of	a
little	democracy	and	respect	for	gender	equality	in	the	Catholic
church.	Is	contraceptive	coverage	an	issue	around	which	that	could
happen.	The	Bishops	will	undoubtedly	continue	the	fight.	Does	the
Catholic	Hospital	Association	support	of	the	Administration’s	new
policy,	together	with	“the	98%”	create	an	opportunity?

Of	course,	this	idea	may	just	reveal	my	total	lack	of	understanding	of	the
Catholic	church,	the	economic	power	it	can	bring	to	bear	against	nuns
and	priests	who	count	on	it	for	their	maintenance,	etc.	Even	if	the	idea
isn’t	crazy,	I	don’t	qualify	to	be	involved	and	I	have	not	thought	at	all
about	how	one	would	“plant	the	seeds	of	the	revolution,”	or	who
would	plant	them.	Just	wondering.	Hoping	you’re	well,	and	getting	to
focus	your	time	in	the	ways	you	want.

PODESTA:	We	created	Catholics	in	Alliance	for	the	Common	Good	to
organize	for	a	moment	like	this.	But	I	think	it	lacks	the	leadership	to
do	so	now.	Likewise	Catholics	United.	Like	most	Spring	movements,
I	think	this	one	will	have	to	be	bottom	up.	I’ll	discuss	with	Tara.
Kathleen	Kennedy	Townsend	is	the	other	person	to	consult.27

The	large	majority	of	American	Catholics	would	agree	with	most	of	the
sentiments	in	these	exchanges.	Only	about	one-third	of	American	Catholics
regard	it	as	a	sin	to	remarry	without	a	Catholic	annulment;	only	17	percent	agree
with	their	church	that	artificial	birth	control	is	a	sin.28
But	quoted	selectively	and	reported	polemically,	the	Podesta	exchanges

provided	just	enough	material	for	a	counteroffensive	to	proclaim	Donald	Trump
the	true	champion	of	the	one,	holy,	catholic,	and	apostolic	church.
On	a	conference	call	with	reporters	on	October	12—five	days	(and	only	three

weekdays)	after	the	Access	Hollywood	recording	became	public—Trump’s	aide
Kellyanne	Conway	seethed	with	indignation.	She	called	on	Clinton	to	“fire	the
staff	who	have	engaged	in	this	vicious	anti-Catholic	bigotry.”29	That	same	day,



vice	presidential	candidate	Mike	Pence	spoke	at	Liberty	University.	He	urged
Christians	to	forgive	Donald	Trump	for	his	words	on	the	Access	Hollywood
audio.	“Last	Sunday	night,	my	running	mate	showed	humility.	He	showed	what
was	in	his	heart	to	the	American	people.”	But	there	must	be	no	such	forgiveness
for	those	responsible	for	the	intercepted	2011	and	2012	email	exchanges.	“If
only	on	behalf	of	her	Catholic	running	mate,	Hillary	Clinton	should	denounce
those	bigoted,	anti-Catholic,	anti-evangelical	remarks	and	her	campaign	staff
should	apologize	to	people	of	faith	and	do	it	now.”30	Campaigning	that	same	day
in	Florida,	Trump	used	the	same	language	as	Conway:	the	email	exchange
showed	that	Clinton	aides	had	attacked	Catholics	and	evangelicals	“viciously.”31

Outside	talkers	took	up	the	quickening	complaint.	Archbishop	Charles	Chaput
of	Philadelphia	called	the	emails	“ugly”	and	“contemptuously	anti-Catholic”	in
his	diocesan	newsletter.32	Eric	Fehrnstrom,	a	former	top	aide	to	Governor	Mitt
Romney,	complained	in	the	Boston	Globe	of	the	“patronizing	superiority	that
Clinton’s	team	has	for	faithful	Catholics	in	the	conservative	movement.”33	The
National	Catholic	Register	offered	top	billing	to	the	Trump	campaign’s	spin,
reporting,	“The	chief	liaison	to	Republican	nominee	Donald	Trump	for	Catholic
issues	said	that	emails	released	Tuesday	by	WikiLeaks	‘reveal	the	depths	of	the
hostility	of	Hillary	Clinton	and	her	campaign	toward	Catholics.’”34	A
conservative	columnist	in	the	Washington	Post	interpreted	the	Podesta	leaks	as
confirmation	of	the	“rampant	anti-Catholic	bigotry	that	permeates	Clinton
World.”35

The	Podesta	emails	offered	pro-Trump	Catholics	a	welcome	comeback	after
their	candidate’s	February	2016	personal	attacks	on	Pope	Francis.	The	first	Latin
American	pontiff	had	toured	the	US-Mexico	border	that	month.	Shortly	before
the	pope’s	visit,	Trump	ripped	the	pope’s	plans	in	a	telephone	interview	with
Stuart	Varney	of	Fox	Business:

So	I	think	that	the	pope	is	a	very	political	person.	I	think	that	he	doesn’t	understand	the
problems	our	country	has.	I	don’t	think	he	understands	the	danger	of	the	open	border	that	we
have	with	Mexico.	.	.	.	Mexico	got	him	to	do	it	because	Mexico	wants	to	keep	the	border	just
the	way	it	is	because	they’re	making	a	fortune	and	we’re	losing.36

On	his	return	flight	to	Rome,	the	pope	was	asked	about	Trump’s	comments	on
the	border.	He	replied,	“A	person	who	thinks	only	about	building	walls,
wherever	they	may	be,	and	not	building	bridges,	is	not	Christian.	This	is	not	the
gospel.”37	As	ever,	criticism	enraged	Trump.	He	posted	his	retort	on	Facebook:

For	a	religious	leader	to	question	a	person’s	faith	is	disgraceful.	I	am	proud	to	be	a	Christian



and	as	President	I	will	not	allow	Christianity	to	be	consistently	attacked	and	weakened,	unlike
what	is	happening	now,	with	our	current	President.	No	leader,	especially	a	religious	leader,
should	have	the	right	to	question	another	man’s	religion	or	faith.	They	[the	Mexican
government]	are	using	the	Pope	as	a	pawn.38

This	angry	exchange	would	not	seem	to	leave	much	scope	for	portraying
Trump	as	the	Catholic	favorite	in	the	2016	race.	But	that	underestimates	the
possibilities	of	outright	fraud.
In	June	2016,	a	previously	unknown	website	designed	to	look	like	that	of	a

local	TV	station—“WTOE	5	News”—began	circulating	a	false	story	that	the
pope	had	endorsed	Donald	Trump.	That	first	release	generated	about	100,000
engagements	that	month.	WTOE	5	News	vanished	from	the	Internet	soon
afterward.	But	in	late	September,	as	if	carefully	timed	to	enhance	the	Podesta
leaks,	another	previously	unknown	site,	Ending	the	Fed,	reposted	the	papal
endorsement	story.	This	time	the	fake	story	generated	more	than	one	million
Facebook	engagements,	winning	the	honor	as	the	single	most	circulated	fake
story	of	the	entire	election.39
Trump	commands	the	news	cycle	like	no	American	leader	since	Ronald

Reagan.	Yet	he	is	no	political	giant.	He	and	his	campaign	team	of	C-class	talents
stumbled	from	mistake	to	mistake,	and	they	continue	to	stumble.	It	would	not
have	taken	a	miracle	to	bar	him	from	the	presidency;	it	took	a	negative	miracle
to	tumble	him	into	it.	Once	in	office,	it	was	not	his	own	cunning	that	enabled
him	to	defy	long-established	standards	of	decent	behavior.	It	was	the	complicity
of	his	allies	among	the	conservative	and	Republican	political,	media,	and
financial	elite.
The	election	of	2016	popularized	the	political	science	concept	of	“negative

partisanship.”40	The	concept’s	authors,	Alan	Abramowitz	and	Steven	Webster,
observed	that	while	many	Americans	do	not	identify	as	Republican	or	Democrat,
virtually	all	Americans	dislike	one	of	those	parties	much	more	than	they	dislike
the	other.	Trump	cannily	exploited	negative	partisanship	to	consolidate	political
support	he	could	never	have	attracted	for	his	own	agenda	or	his	own	merits.
Trump	campaigned	as	a	nationalist,	on	the	slogan	“Make	America	Great

Again.”	But	he	never	spoke	to	or	for	the	whole	nation.	The	nation	was	too	big,
and	he	was	too	small.	He	excelled	instead	at	discerning	the	grievances	and
angers	that	set	American	apart	from	American—and	especially	the	grievances
and	angers	of	those	who,	like	himself,	felt	entitled	to	dominate	the	apex	of
American	society	and	now	found	themselves	somehow	occupying	a	place
beneath	their	expectations.
Despite	his	inherited	wealth	and	self-made	global	fame,	the	pre-presidential

Donald	Trump	could	never	overcome	the	haunting	suspicion	that	people	laughed



at	him.	At	the	time	Trump	clinched	the	New	Hampshire	primary	in	2016,	the
Washington	Post	counted	103	instances	since	1987	when	Trump	publicly
referenced	that	sound	of	laughter.41	Many	Americans	hear	that	same	laughter.
Trump	mobilized	them	behind	a	politician	who	would	silence	the	laughter	if	he
did	nothing	else.
“At	least	he	isn’t	politically	correct.”	“He	speaks	his	mind.”	“I’m	tired	of

these	special	snowflakes.”	This	was	the	last-ditch	defense	offered	by	hard-
pressed	Trump	supporters,	never	mind	that	many	of	them	were	the	most	special
snowflakes	of	them	all.	(Trump’s	counselor	Kellyanne	Conway	once	bitterly
complained	of	the	“silence	and	sighs”	that	greeted	her	inquiries	about	the
admission	of	her	children	to	the	poshest	private	schools	of	Washington,	DC.42)
The	United	States	was	living	through	an	epochal	shift	of	economic	power	and

cultural	status,	and	Trump’s	supporters	perceived	themselves	as	the	targets	and
losers	in	that	shift.	It’s	wrong	to	imagine	those	supporters	as	all	displaced	factory
workers,	all	struggling	coal	miners.	Many	people	solidly	middle	class	or	even
rather	affluent	also	felt	that	their	world	was	turning	upside	down	in	the	twenty-
first	century.
Many	traditional	Republicans	too,	uncomfortable	as	they	might	be	with

Trump’s	loudmouthed	tweets,	wondered	if	Trump	were	at	least	the	right	man	for
the	times.	A	contributor	to	a	pro-Trump	website	lamented:

Conservatives	have	won	elections	for	decades	yet	despair	as	the	country	moves	further	and
further	left	and	every	generation	seems	more	insane	than	the	last.	Actually	doing	anything	to
confront	the	power	of	Hollywood,	the	mass	media,	or	leftist	corporations	remains	unthinkable,
as	doing	so	would	clash	with	principles	such	as	freedom	of	speech	and	limited	government.
Meanwhile,	the	Left	presses	on,	destroying	every	last	vestige	of	“racism,”	“sexism,”	or
“homophobia.”	.	.	.
This	is	perhaps	why	Donald	Trump	has	struck	a	chord	with	so	many	Republicans.	Whatever

his	faults,	at	least	he	fights.	Trump,	for	example,	is	not	going	to	sit	there	and	let	the	wife	of	a
serial	rapist	tell	him	that	he’s	the	commanding	general	in	a	“war	on	women.”	For	three-
quarters	of	a	century,	conservatives	have	stuck	to	their	principles	as	they	have	done	nothing	to
challenge	the	power	of	those	seeking	to	destroy	all	they	hold	dear.	The	results	are	clear,	and
more	are	waking	up	to	the	true	nature	of	the	modern	Left.43

That	was	phrased	more	pungently	than	most,	but	even	non-Trumpist
conservatives	pulsed	to	such	emotions.	Peter	Augustine	Lawler	is	a
distinguished	academic	who	served	on	President	Bush’s	Council	on	Bioethics.
Thoroughly	Trump-skeptical,	he	nonetheless	offered	National	Review’s	readers
some	cautious	praise	for	Trump’s	brutishness:

What’s	wrong	with	gentlemen	in	public	life?	That’s	Trump’s	real	question.	They’re	losers!
McCain	and	Romney:	nice	guys	who	looked	good	in	going	down	in	flames.	McCain,	in



particular,	is	a	loser	Southern	Stoic.	And	no	gentleman,	such	as	Jeb	“low	energy”	Bush,	could
be	any	match	for	Hillary	Clinton	or	ISIS	or	Silicon	Valley	oligarchs	or	emasculating	political
correctness.44

Even	Trump’s	most	ardent	critics	on	the	political	Right	wondered	whether	he
was	not	merely	symptomatic	of	a	culture	in	decay,	and	possibly	might	even	in
his	rough	way	offer	some	kind	of	antidote.	Thus	Harvey	Mansfield,	the	noted
conservative	in	Harvard’s	government	department,	wrote	in	the	Wall	Street
Journal	of	July	30,	2016:	“We	are	caught	between	distaste	for	a	man	who	is	not
a	gentleman	and	dislike	of	the	political	correctness	that	he	so	energetically
attacks—yet	whose	effect	he	illustrates.”45

Trump’s	critics	loathed	the	president	as	a	bully.	But	bullies	pick	on	the	weak.
Trump’s	supporters	saw	their	cultural	enemies	as	much	stronger	than
themselves.	A	revealing	example	made	news	in	midsummer	2017.	On	June	29,
President	Trump	tweeted	a	pair	of	harshly	personal	attacks	on	the	MSNBC
morning	host	Mika	Brzezinski.

I	heard	poorly	rated	@MorningJoe	speaks	badly	of	me	(don’t	watch	anymore).	Then
how	come	low	I.Q.	Crazy	Mika,	along	with	Psycho	Joe,	came..46

.	.	.	to	Mar-a-Lago	3	nights	in	a	row	around	New	Year’s	Eve,	and	insisted	on	joining	me.
She	was	bleeding	badly	from	a	face-lift.	I	said	no!47

The	president’s	spokesperson,	Sarah	Huckabee	Sanders,	insisted	at	her	press
briefing	later	that	day	that	it	was	Trump,	not	Brzezinski,	who	had	been	the
victim	of	bullying.

I	don’t	think	that	the	president	has	ever	been	someone	who	gets	attacked	and	doesn’t	push
back.	There	have	been	outrageous	personal	attacks	not	just	on	him	but	on	everyone	around
him.	People	on	that	show	have	personally	attacked	me	many	times.	This	is	a	president	who
fights	fire	with	fire,	and	certainly	will	not	be	allowed	to	be	bullied	by	liberal	media,	or	the
liberal	elites	within	the	media,	or	Hollywood,	or	anywhere	else.48

And	although	a	morning	show	host	has	no	army,	no	intelligence	services,	no
power	to	issue	orders	and	pardons,	Huckabee	Sanders’s	version	of	the	case
nonetheless	resonated	with	many	millions	of	conservative	Americans.
Whatever	else	Trump	may	fail	to	do—staff	a	government,	enact	a	program,

safeguard	US	classified	secrets,	relieve	disasters	on	Puerto	Rico—there	is	one
thing	at	which	he	never	fails:	provoking	outrage	among	the	people	whom	Trump
supporters	regard	as	overentitled	and	underdeserving:	“the	New	York	theater	and
arts	and	croissants	crowd,”	as	Rush	Limbaugh	calls	them.49	But	don’t	belittle
theater!	Trump	is	the	producer,	writer,	and	star	of	an	extravaganza	performance
of	the	theater	of	resentment.	He	summons	all	those	who	share	that	resentment	to



buy	a	ticket	and	enjoy	the	show.
The	United	States	has	seen	many	such	characters	before,	of	course.	The

Founding	generation	warned	against	them.	They	warned	too	of	“the	desire	in
foreign	powers	to	gain	an	improper	ascendant	in	our	councils.	How	could	they
better	gratify	this,	than	by	raising	a	creature	of	their	own	to	the	chief	magistracy
of	the	Union?”50	For	more	than	two	centuries,	through	more	than	fifty
presidential	elections,	those	warnings	were	heeded.	This	time,	not.
One	could	say	the	system	failed.	But	systems	are	made	of	people	with	names,

motives,	and	agency.	It	was	not	some	big	sputtering	turbine,	some	grinding	mass
of	gears	and	levers,	that	empowered	and	enabled	Donald	Trump.	It	was	people.
People	with	American	flag	pins	affixed	to	their	lapels,	people	who	put	their
hands	over	their	hearts	during	the	pledge	of	allegiance,	people	who	swear	to
uphold	the	Constitution,	people	who	salute	the	military	on	Veterans	Day	and
mourn	the	brave	fallen	on	Memorial	Day	.	.	.	people	whose	throats	catch	and
whose	eyes	glisten	when	they	declare	their	love	of	country	and	their	willingness
to	sacrifice	their	all	to	defend	its	freedoms.

Those	people	have	explanations	for	their	actions,	as	we	all	do.	“The	people’s
business	must	be	done.”	“You	don’t	have	to	like	the	president	to	work	with	him
for	the	public	benefit.”	“You	can	support	Donald	Trump	when	he	is	right,	and
still	oppose	him	when	he	is	wrong.”	“Just	shut	out	the	noise	and	get	to	work.”
Sounds	pragmatic.	There	will	be	payoffs	for	those	who	do	business	in	this

way,	not	only	in	policy,	but	also	in	the	form	of	more	personal	rewards.	The
opportunity	of	an	all-Republican	government	may	not	last	long,	and	the	shrewd
will	seize	the	moment.	More	than	in	most	administrations,	the	Trump	White
House	has	made	celebrities	of	its	leading	personalities,	and	celebrity	is	a	highly
liquid	currency.
But	the	payoffs	exact	a	price,	and	that	price	is	exacted	by	the	megaton	from

American	institutions	and	to	American	world	leadership.	For	the	remainder	of
the	Trump	presidency,	American	allies	will	have	to	make	their	plans	on	the
assumption	of	American	untrustworthiness.	That	kind	of	planning	can	be	habit
forming.	For	the	remainder	of	the	Trump	presidency,	military	and	intelligence
leaders	will	work	around	a	president	who	makes	impulsive	decisions,	issues
reckless	statements,	and	cannot	keep	secrets.	Those	who	serve	in	government
will	perceive	that	public	integrity	has	gone	out	of	style,	polluted	by	a	president
who	resents	and	resists	the	enforcement	of	rules.	The	one-third	of	America	that
identifies	as	“conservative”	will	be	isolated	even	more	profoundly	within	an
information	ghetto	of	deception	and	incitement.	As	in	his	business	career,	so	in
government,	Donald	Trump	grabs	the	benefits	for	himself	and	a	few	associates,



while	offloading	the	costs	onto	those	foolish	enough	to	trust	him—and	anyone
else	who	cannot	wriggle	away.
So	let	us	start	by	looking	at	Trump’s	associates.	Without	them,	Donald	Trump

would	have	remained	what	he	was	before	2015:	a	television	personality,	a
tabloid	social	news	presence,	and	the	least	bankable	name	in	New	York	real
estate.



Chapter	3
Appeasers

The	fix	was	supposed	to	be	in.	Before	a	single	primary	vote	had	been	cast,	John
Ellis	(“Jeb”)	Bush	had	locked	up	the	Republican	Party’s	big	money,	its	top
talent,	and	its	senior	leadership.
As	governor	of	Florida,	Bush	had	cut	taxes	and	balanced	budgets.	He	had

challenged	unions	and	championed	charter	schools.	He	had	won	accolades	from
Karl	Rove	(“the	deepest	thinker	on	our	side”1)	and	Arthur	Brooks,	president	of
the	American	Enterprise	Institute	(“a	top-drawer	intellect”2).
On	June	15,	2015,	Bush	bounded	onto	the	stage	at	a	Miami	community

college	in	an	event	carefully	designed	to	showcase	his	leadership	attributes:	his
newly	trim	physique,	his	policy	knowledge,	his	fluency	in	Spanish,	his	deep	hold
on	his	must-win	home	state.	That	same	day,	he	released	a	series	of	uplifting
YouTube	videos.	Over	swelling	music,	he	hailed	his	record:	“We	led.	We
reformed.	We	got	results.”	He	saw	solutions	where	others	saw	only	difficulties,	a
nation	poised	to	advance	into	its	greatest	century	yet.3	Within	seven	weeks	of
that	announcement,	Jeb	Bush’s	candidacy	lay	in	smoldering	wreckage.
As	of	June	30,	2015,	Jeb	Bush	had	raised	in	excess	of	$120	million,	almost	all

of	it	in	big	gifts	from	a	tiny	number	of	wealthy	families.4	Seldom	in	the	history
of	fund-raising	has	so	much	bought	so	little,	so	fleetingly.	Between	December
2014	and	September	2015,	the	heir	to	the	most	successful	brand	in	Republican
politics	plunged	from	first	place	in	the	Republican	field	to	fifth.5	In	desperation,
the	Jeb	Bush	campaign	purchased	60	percent	of	all	political	spots	aired	in	New
Hampshire	in	the	month	of	October	2015.	That	ad	barrage	pushed	his	poll
numbers	in	the	state	from	about	9	percent	to	about	8	percent.



Donald	Trump	entered	the	presidential	race	the	day	after	Jeb	Bush	did.	He
announced	his	candidacy	in	terms	as	grim	and	despairing	as	Bush’s	had	been
soaring	and	hopeful.	“We	got	eighteen	trillion	in	debt.	We	got	nothing	but
problems	.	.	.	We’re	dying.	We’re	dying.	We	need	money	.	.	.	We	have	losers.
We	have	people	that	don’t	have	it.	We	have	people	that	are	morally	corrupt.	We
have	people	that	are	selling	this	country	down	the	drain	.	.	.	The	American	dream
is	dead.”6

Trump	had	no	organization,	no	endorsements,	no	plan,	and	no	money	beyond
whatever	of	his	own	he	was	willing	to	spend.	Within	three	weeks,	he	had	surged
into	first	place	in	the	Republican	contest.	There	he	stayed,	except	for	an	interval
in	November	2015	when	he	was	briefly	overtaken	by	Dr.	Ben	Carson.7	From
Jupiter	Island,	Florida,	to	Greenwich,	Connecticut;	from	Dallas’s	Highland	Park
to	Georgia’s	Sea	Island—not	to	mention	from	a	numberless	horde	of	pundits	and
reporters—the	cry	arose:	What	went	wrong?
Three	years	earlier,	Republican	elites	had	identified	Jeb	Bush	as	the	exact

solution	to	their	party’s	problems.	They	had	been	stunned	by	Mitt	Romney’s
defeat	in	2012.	Despite	their	shock,	Republican	donors,	talkers,	and	officials
rapidly	converged	on	an	explanation	of	the	loss	and	a	prescription	for	the	future:
immigration.	Everything	else	in	the	party	message	was	working	fine!	A	fiscal
plan	that	ended	the	Medicare	guarantee	for	people	under	the	age	of	fifty-five	to
finance	a	big	tax	cut	at	the	top?	Repeal	of	the	Affordable	Care	Act	and	its
extension	of	health	care	to	millions?	No	rethinking	needed	there	at	all!	They
attached	all	the	blame,	instead,	to	the	one	element	of	the	Mitt	Romney	platform
that	the	party’s	donors,	elected	officials,	and	leading	ideologists	had	never	much
liked	anyway:	Romney’s	gestures	toward	stricter	immigration	enforcement.
Nobody	expressed	the	party	elites’	consensus	view	more	assuredly	than	the

Fox	News	regular	Charles	Krauthammer.	“Ignore	the	trimmers,”	Krauthammer
wrote	in	his	first	postelection	column.	“There’s	no	need	for	radical	change.	The
other	party	thinks	it	owns	the	demographic	future—counter	that	in	one	stroke	by
fixing	the	Latino	problem.	Do	not,	however,	abandon	the	party’s	philosophical
anchor.	.	.	.	No	reinvention	when	none	is	needed.”8

“We’ve	gotta	get	rid	of	the	immigration	issue	altogether,”	Sean	Hannity	told
his	radio	audience	the	day	after	the	2012	election.	“It’s	simple	for	me	to	fix	it.	I
think	you	control	the	border	first,	you	create	a	pathway	for	those	people	that	are
here,	you	don’t	say,	‘You	gotta	go	home.’	And	that	is	a	position	that	I’ve
evolved	on.”9

Fox	News’	principal	owner	agreed.	“Must	have	sweeping,	generous
immigration	reform,”	tweeted	Rupert	Murdoch	on	November	7,	2012.10



“It	would	be	inhumane	to	send	those	people	back,	to	send	12	million	people
out	of	this	country,”	the	casino	mogul	and	Republican	donor	Sheldon	Adelson
told	the	Wall	Street	Journal	in	December	of	that	year.	“We’ve	got	to	find	a	way,
find	a	route,	for	those	people	to	get	legal	citizenship.”11

The	Republican	National	Committee	made	it	all	official	in	a	March	2013
postelection	report	signed	by	party	eminences.	The	report	generally	avoided
policy	recommendations,	with	a	notable	exception:	“We	must	embrace	and
champion	comprehensive	immigration	reform.”12

To	advance	the	cause,	Paul	Singer,	one	of	the	most	open-pocketed	GOP
donors,	made	a	six-figure	contribution	to	the	National	Immigration	Forum	that
spring.	Almost	as	soon	as	the	new	Congress	convened	in	2013,	Senate
Republicans	worked	to	strike	a	deal	over	immigration	issues.	A	bipartisan	“Gang
of	Eight,”	including	Florida’s	ambitious	young	senator	Marco	Rubio,	agreed	on
a	plan	that	would	create	a	path	to	citizenship	for	millions	of	illegal	immigrants
and	substantially	increase	legal	immigration	limits	for	both	high-and	low-skilled
workers.
But	otherwise,	the	post-2012	Republican	elite	yielded	on	nothing	and	doubled

down	on	everything.	No	U-turns.	No	compromises.
More	passionately	than	any	other	Republican,	Jeb	Bush	had	celebrated	the

contributions	of	immigrants	like	his	Mexican-born	wife,	Columba.	Yet	on	every
economic	issue,	no	Republican	adhered	more	strictly	to	party	orthodoxy	than
Bush.

What	the	party	elite	had	somehow	failed	to	notice,	unfortunately	for	them,	was
that	their	voters	did	not	share	the	donors’	and	pundits’	policy	consensus.	The
Republican	Party	was	built	on	a	coalition	of	the	nation’s	biggest	winners	from
globalization	and	its	biggest	losers.	The	winners	wrote	the	policy;	the	losers
provided	the	votes.	While	the	party	elite	coalesced	upon	more	immigration,	less
secure	health	coverage,	and	one	more	Bush,	the	rank	and	file	were	frantically
signaling:	less	immigration,	better	health	coverage,	and	no	more	Bushes.
The	other	candidates	for	president	in	2016	also	missed	the	signal.	Trump

alone	perceived	it.	“When	do	we	beat	Mexico	at	the	border?”	he	demanded	in
his	June	16	announcement	address.	“They’re	laughing	at	us,	at	our	stupidity.
And	now	they	are	beating	us	economically.	They	are	not	our	friend,	believe	me.
But	they’re	killing	us	economically.	.	.	.	The	US	has	become	a	dumping	ground
for	everybody	else’s	problems.	When	Mexico	sends	its	people,	they’re	not
sending	their	best.	They’re	not	sending	you.	They’re	not	sending	you.	They’re
sending	people	that	have	lots	of	problems,	and	they’re	bringing	those	problems
with	us	[sic].	They’re	bringing	drugs.	They’re	bringing	crime.	They’re	rapists.



And	some,	I	assume,	are	good	people.”13

Trump’s	harsh	language	scandalized	almost	every	pundit	who	commented	on
his	words.	But	three	weeks	later,	on	July	5,	an	illegal	alien	from	Mexico,	Juan
Francisco	Lopez-Sanchez,	gunned	down	Kathryn	Steinle,	a	young	American
woman,	on	a	San	Francisco	wharf.	Lopez-Sanchez	discharged	a	stolen	weapon.
It’s	not	clear	that	he	was	aiming	at	Steinle.	Aimed	or	not,	Lopez-Sanchez’s
bullet	struck	the	thirty-two-year-old	in	the	back	and	severed	her	aorta	in	front	of
her	horrified	father.	She	died	in	the	hospital	two	hours	later.	It	soon	emerged	that
Lopez-Sanchez,	a	repeat	drug	offender,	had	been	ordered	deported	five	times
since	1993.	He	was	at	large	that	day	in	July	because	San	Francisco’s	sanctuary
city	law	forbade	local	police	to	notify	federal	authorities	when	they	released	him
after	his	most	recent	detention.	Within	a	week	of	the	Steinle	killing,	Donald
Trump	skyrocketed	into	first	place	in	the	Republican	field.
Trump’s	language	about	immigration	and	the	American	future	likewise	failed

to	impress	those	who	had	done	well	in	the	Obama	years,	“the	coalition	of	the
ascendant,”	as	the	National	Journal’s	Ron	Brownstein	called	it:	minorities,
urbanites,	new	immigrants,	knowledge	workers,	credentialed	professionals,
owners	of	capital	assets.14	Yet	Trump	found	an	audience	all	the	same.
Polled	in	the	fall	of	2015,	half	of	Trump’s	supporters	within	the	GOP	reported

having	stopped	their	education	at	or	before	high	school	graduation,	according	to
the	polling	firm	YouGov.	Only	19	percent	had	a	college	or	postcollege	degree.
Thirty-eight	percent	earned	less	than	$50,000.	Only	11	percent	earned	more	than
$100,000.15	Trump	Republicans	were	not	ideologically	militant.	Just	13	percent
described	themselves	as	“very	conservative”;	20	percent	described	themselves	as
“moderate.”16	Nor	were	they	highly	religious	by	Republican	standards.17	What	set
them	apart	from	other	Republicans	was	their	economic	insecurity	and	their
cultural	anxiety.	Sixty-three	percent	of	Trump’s	supporters	wished	to	end
birthright	citizenship	for	the	children	of	illegal	immigrants	born	on	US	soil.18
More	than	other	Republicans,	Trump’s	supporters	distrusted	Barack	Obama	as
alien	and	dangerous:	Only	21	percent	acknowledged	that	Obama	was	born	in	the
United	States;	66	percent	of	Trump	voters	believed	that	Obama	was	a	Muslim.19

Trump	vowed	not	only	to	get	tough	on	undeserving	outsiders,	but	also	(and	this
mattered	every	bit	as	much	to	his	rise)	to	protect	deserving	citizens	from	other
Republicans’	designs	on	their	pensions	and	benefits.

We’ve	got	Social	Security	that’s	going	to	be	destroyed	if	somebody	like	me	doesn’t	bring
money	into	the	country.	All	these	other	people	want	to	cut	the	hell	out	of	it.	I’m	not	going	to
cut	it	at	all;	I’m	going	to	bring	money	in,	and	we’re	going	to	save	it.20



Trump	promised	a	campaign	independent	of	the	influences	of	money	that	had
swayed	so	many	Republican	races	of	the	past.

I	will	tell	you	that	our	system	is	broken.	I	gave	to	many	people.	Before	this,	before	two	months
ago,	I	was	a	businessman.	I	give	to	everybody.	When	they	call,	I	give.	And	you	know	what?
When	I	need	something	from	them,	two	years	later,	three	years	later,	I	call	them.	They	are
there	for	me.	And	that’s	a	broken	system.21

He	promised	to	protect	the	sons	and	daughters	of	farmers	and	factory	workers
from	being	drawn	into	another	war	in	the	Middle	East.	“If	we’re	going	to	have
World	War	III,”	he	told	the	Washington	Post	in	October	2015,	“it’s	not	going	to
be	over	Syria.”	As	for	the	politicians	threatening	to	shoot	down	the	Russian	jets
flying	missions	in	Syria,	“I	won’t	even	call	them	hawks.	I	call	them	the	fools.”22

In	reply,	Jeb	Bush,	Marco	Rubio,	and	Ted	Cruz—joined	by	Mitt	Romney
from	the	sidelines—attacked	Trump	as	a	con	man,	as	a	pathological	liar,	as	a
cheat	and	swindler.	Trump	was	blasted	by	outside	groups	as	a	traitor	to
Republican	ideals	and	ideology.	The	premier	conservative	intellectual	magazine,
National	Review,	blazed	the	title	“AGAINST	TRUMP”	across	its	February	16,
2016,	issue.	For	good	measure,	NR	illustrated	the	feature	with	a	cartoon	of
Trump	as	a	strutting	Mussolini.	“Sometimes	you	can’t	fix	it,”	RNC	chair	Priebus
resignedly	acknowledged	in	April	2016.	“Sometimes	you	can	just	take	a	seven-
alarm	fire	and	just	make	it	a	four-alarm	fire.	It’s	still	burning,	but	it’s	not	as	bad
as	it	was.”	But	everything	was	fine.	“I’m	not	pouring	Bailey’s	in	my	cereal.”23

Half	the	contributors	to	National	Review’s	“Never	Trump”	issue	would
ultimately	make	their	peace	with	Trump’s	leadership.	Some,	such	as	Brent
Bozell	of	the	Media	Research	Center,	reinvented	themselves	as	his	most
vigorous	defenders.	Priebus	would	reach	an	accommodation	of	his	own,
culminating	in	his	service	as	President	Trump’s	first	chief	of	staff.	Yet	as	late	as
the	Republican	convention	in	Cleveland,	most	Republican	officeholders	and
donors	still	regarded	Donald	Trump	warily.	Speaker	Paul	Ryan’s	convention
speech	offered	only	the	most	glancing	references	to	the	party’s	nominee:	“The
next	time	that	there’s	a	State	of	the	Union	address	.	.	.	you’ll	find	me	right	there
on	the	rostrum	with	Vice	President	Mike	Pence	and	President	Donald	Trump.”
“Only	with	Donald	Trump	and	Mike	Pence,”	Ryan	added,	“do	we	have	a	chance
at	a	better	way.”	Senate	Majority	Leader	Mitch	McConnell	sounded	barely	more
enthusiastic	in	his	convention	speech,	omitting	all	personal	praise	of	Trump,	and
instead	itemizing	bills	that	President	Obama	had	vetoed	and	that	President
Donald	Trump	would	presumably	sign.
The	wariness	of	the	big	donors	persisted	post-convention.	The	people	who

could	write	large	checks	had	noticed	Trump’s	practice	of	diverting	campaign



funds	to	his	own	businesses:	$12.5	million	altogether,	according	to	a	December
2016	CNN	review.24	Trump	waited	until	the	last	possible	minute	to	write	off	the
$50	million	he	had	loaned	his	campaign,	leaving	many	donors	uncertain	until
midsummer	whether	their	gifts	would	be	used	to	elect	a	president	or	to
reimburse	Trump	for	his	takeover	of	their	party.	The	reluctance	of	big	donors	to
invest	money	in	any	Trump	enterprise	explains	how	Hillary	Clinton	outraised
Donald	Trump	almost	two	to	one	for	presidential	campaign	dollars.	The	large
majority	of	Trump’s	$335	million	presidential	campaign	take,	$280	million,	was
given	in	increments	under	$200.
Trump’s	surprise	win	forced	a	hasty	big-money	rethink.	The	convention	in

Cleveland	may	have	been	a	pinched	and	listless	affair,	but	Trump’s	2017
inaugural	committee	was	easily	the	best	funded	in	history,	bumped	by	large	gifts
from	anti-Trump	Republicans	seeking	to	make	amends.	(Paul	Singer	alone
donated	$1	million.25	He	was	rewarded	with	a	White	House	visit	in	February
2017.)	Trump’s	inaugural	committee	collected	$107	million,	double	the	previous
record	of	$53	million	set	in	2009.
Inaugurations	cost	money,	but	the	largest	costs	are	paid	by	taxpayers.	The

ceremony	on	the	Capitol	grounds	is	funded	by	Congress.	The	parade	along
Pennsylvania	Avenue	is	paid	out	of	the	military’s	budget.	Security	is	covered	by
the	federal	government.	So	how	was	Trump’s	record-breaking	$107	million
inaugural	haul	actually	used?	Good	question,	and	one	to	which	few	will	ever
learn	the	answer.	Many	inaugural	donors	voluntarily	disclose	their	gifts,	but
there	is	no	obligation	upon	the	inaugural	committee	to	disclose	how	funds	are
spent.	Nor	are	there	many	legal	restrictions	on	how	such	funds	can	be	used.	The
inaugural	committee	could,	for	example,	transfer	millions	of	dollars	to	pro-
Trump	PACs	without	disclosing	that	fact	to	anybody.	Or	it	could	spend	huge
amounts	at	Trump’s	hotels	and	businesses.	Or	it	could	simply	hoard	the	money
for	some	future	secret	use.	The	Trump	inaugural	committee	promised	that	any
unused	funds	would	be	donated	to	charity.26	No	charity	ever	announced	receipt	of
any	gift	from	this	source,	nor	did	Trump’s	inaugural	committee	offer	any
accounting	for	the	money	it	received.
The	corporations	or	individuals	who	provided	the	$107	million	surely	had	few

illusions	about	what	they	were	buying	and	why.	Half	a	million	dollars	bought	a
seat	at	a	dinner	with	the	vice	president	and	his	wife;	a	million	bought	lunch	with
the	new	president,	congressional	leaders,	and	incoming	cabinet	secretaries.
These	donors	hoped	to	buy	access	and	goodwill,	even	protection	from	a	thin-
skinned	and	vindictive	president.	But	by	writing	those	checks,	they	also	bought
into	the	Trump	financial	system	of	pelf	and	predation.
As	did,	one	by	one,	the	leading	figures	of	the	Republican	Party:	former



presidential	rivals;	leaders	of	Congress;	the	party’s	governors,	state	legislators,
and	state	party	organizations;	the	mighty	fund-raising	networks	of	the	Koch
brothers	and	other	formerly	Trump-skeptical	donors.	With	the	rarest	exceptions,
all	came	to	heel.
Ohio	governor	and	former	Trump	nomination	rival	John	Kasich	publicly

disclosed	that	he	had	written	in	John	McCain’s	name.	Jeb	Bush	refrained	from
an	endorsement,	but	his	son	George	P.	Bush	reluctantly	backed	the	ultimate
Trump-headed	ticket.	In	almost	every	other	case,	the	toad	was	swallowed.
Senator	Ted	Cruz	epically	unloaded	on	Donald	Trump	on	May	3,	2016,	the

eve	of	the	Indiana	primary.	“This	man	is	a	pathological	liar;	he	doesn’t	know	the
difference	between	truth	and	lies	.	.	.	in	a	pattern	that	is	straight	out	of	a
psychology	textbook,	he	accuses	everyone	of	lying.	.	.	.	Whatever	lie	he’s
telling,	at	that	minute	he	believes	it	.	.	.	the	man	is	utterly	amoral.”27	Even	at	the
Cleveland	convention,	Cruz	declined	to	endorse	his	former	rival.	By	Election
Day,	however,	Cruz	had	submitted.	He	formally	endorsed	Trump	on	September
23.	“If	Clinton	wins,	we	know—with	100	percent	certainty—that	she	would
deliver	on	her	left-wing	promises,	with	devastating	results	for	our	country.”28

After	the	leak	of	the	Access	Hollywood	video,	some	Republicans	tried	to	leap
off	what	they	thought	was	a	burning	boat.	Yet	when	Paul	Ryan	separated	himself
from	Trump	on	October	11,	2016,	it	was	Ryan’s	support—not	Trump’s—that
cratered,	dropping	a	net	28	points	among	Republicans	in	only	ten	days.29
The	institutional	Republican	Party	therefore	had	no	choice	but	to	adhere	to

Trump,	and	Trump	had	no	choice	but	to	rely	on	it.	Whereas	Trump’s	presidential
fund-raising	badly	lagged	behind	Clinton’s,	the	RNC	and	the	other	joint	party
committees	kept	pace	with	their	Democratic	counterparts:	$543	million	for	the
RNC	and	others	versus	$598	million	for	the	DNC	and	its	cognates.	The	RNC
paid	for	Trump’s	field	operations	and	much	of	his	digital	operation;	the	RNC
and	the	Republican	state	parties	took	responsibility	for	get-out-the-vote
operations.	It	was	RNC	data	that	powered	Trump’s	most	effective	ad	campaign.
Titled	“Hillary	Thinks	African	Americans	Are	Super-Predators,”	the	short
animated	video	was	directed	via	Facebook	to	infrequent	black	voters—not	to
win	them	for	Trump,	but	to	discourage	them	from	going	to	the	polls	at	all.30
Like	Ted	Cruz,	Republicans	overcame	any	distaste	they	felt	for	Trump	by

convincing	themselves	that	a	Hillary	Clinton	presidency	represented	an
unthinkably	catastrophic	outcome.	Every	stance	and	principle	that	had	seemed
so	important	in	the	long	run-up	to	2016	was	junked	in	order	to	avert	the	Clinton
apocalypse.	Entitlement	reform?	The	party’s	post-2012	rethink	of	immigration?
Judeo-Christian	family	values?	All	had	to	be	set	aside	in	the	face	of	the
supposedly	extinction-level	risk	of	a	Clinton	presidency.	In	the	impassioned



words	of	the	radio	host	Mark	Levin,	a	Trump	opponent	all	through	the	primaries:

If	you	believe	Hillary	Clinton	is	virtually	as	off-her-rocker	left-wing	socialist	as	Senator
Bernie	Sanders,	if	you	believe	that	Hillary	Clinton	is	in	part	responsible	for	the	rise	of	ISIS
and	what	took	care	[sic]	in	Benghazi	.	.	.	how	the	hell	could	you	take	any	steps,	passively	or
affirmatively,	that	would	put	that	woman	in	the	Oval	Office?	.	.	.	As	bad	as	the	Republican
may	be,	how	could	you	stay	home	and	allow	that?31

Of	all	the	party	institutions	that	yielded	to	Trump,	far	and	away	the	most
important	was	Fox	News.	“Republicans	used	to	think	Fox	News	worked	for	us.
Now	we	are	discovering	we	work	for	Fox	News.”	I	first	said	that	in	2010,	and
the	observation	held	true	for	half	a	decade.	Yet	here	too,	Trump	changed	the
rules.	He	bent	Fox	News	to	his	will,	not	the	other	way	around.
Fox	did	not	begin	the	2015–2016	cycle	in	the	tank	for	Trump.	The	first	Fox

debate,	in	August	2015,	featured	the	network’s	least	ideological	anchors:	Bret
Baier,	Megyn	Kelly,	and	Chris	Wallace.	The	trio	posed	tough	questions	to
Trump.	Baier	took	Trump	to	task	for	refusing	to	commit	to	supporting	the
ultimate	nominee.	Megyn	Kelly	challenged	Trump	on	his	long	history	of
demeaning	comments	about	women.	Chris	Wallace	challenged	him	on	his	habit
of	hurling	wild,	uncorroborated	charges.

Mr.	Trump,	it	has	not	escaped	anybody’s	notice	that	you	say	that	the	Mexican	government,	the
Mexican	government	is	sending	criminals—rapists,	drug	dealers,	across	the	border.	Governor
Bush	has	called	those	remarks,	quote,	“extraordinarily	ugly.”	I’d	like	you—you’re	right	next
to	him—tell	us—talk	to	him	directly	and	say	how	you	respond	to	that	and—and	you	have
repeatedly	said	that	you	have	evidence	that	the	Mexican	government	is	doing	this,	but	you
have	evidence	you	have	refused	or	declined	to	share.
Why	not	use	this	first	Republican	presidential	debate	to	share	your	proof	with	the	American

people?

It	was	Kelly’s	question,	however,	that	most	fiercely	enraged	Trump.	“You’ve
called	women	you	don’t	like	‘fat	pigs,	dogs,	slobs,	and	disgusting	animals.’”
While	Trump	would	respond	to	Wallace’s	question	(which	came	later	in	the
debate)	with	something	approaching	professionalism,	to	Kelly	he	retorted	with	a
threat.

What	I	say	is	what	I	say.	And	honestly	Megyn,	if	you	don’t	like	it,	I’m	sorry.	I’ve	been	very
nice	to	you,	although	I	could	probably	maybe	not	be,	based	on	the	way	you	have	treated	me.
But	I	wouldn’t	do	that.

Of	course,	Trump	soon	did	“do	that.”	In	an	August	2015	telephone	interview
with	CNN’s	Don	Lemon,	Trump	complained	of	Kelly:



She	gets	out	and	she	starts	asking	me	all	sorts	of	ridiculous	questions.	You	could	see	there	was
blood	coming	out	of	her	eyes,	blood	coming	out	of	her	wherever.	In	my	opinion,	she	was	off
base.	.	.	.	I	just	don’t	respect	her	as	a	journalist.	I	have	no	respect	for	her.	I	don’t	think	she’s
very	good.	I	think	she’s	highly	overrated.32

Trump	then	suggested	that	he	would	not	join	any	more	Fox	debates	if	Megyn
Kelly	were	involved.
That	threat	to	Fox	News	opened	one	of	the	most	decisively	successful	of

Trump’s	repeat	campaigns	for	dominance	over	his	perceived	foes,	especially
women.	The	next	Fox	debate	had	been	scheduled	for	January	28,	2016,	on	the
eve	of	the	New	Hampshire	primary.	Trump	demanded	that	Megyn	Kelly	be
excluded	from	the	panel	of	questioners.	Fox	issued	a	press	release	mocking
Trump’s	presumption:

We	learned	from	a	secret	back	channel	that	the	Ayatollah	and	Putin	both	intend	to	treat
Donald	Trump	unfairly	when	they	meet	with	him	if	he	becomes	president—a	nefarious	source
tells	us	that	Trump	has	his	own	secret	plan	to	replace	the	Cabinet	with	his	Twitter	followers	to
see	if	he	should	even	go	to	those	meetings.33

Trump	persisted.	He	complained	about	Kelly	on	Twitter	and	Instagram.	In	a
CNN	interview	three	days	before	the	scheduled	debate,	he	bluntly	told	Wolf
Blitzer:	“I	don’t	like	her.	I	don’t	think	she’s	fair	to	me.”	Kelly,	Trump	said,	had
been	a	nobody	before	the	first	debate.	She	owed	all	her	fame	to	him.	He	wanted
to	attend	the	debate,	and	so	warned	Kelly,	“She	better	be	fair.”	But,	he
concluded	pessimistically,	“I	don’t	think	she	can	treat	me	fairly.	I’m	not	a	big
fan	of	hers.	Maybe	I	know	too	much	about	her.”34

Fox	issued	a	second	pro-Kelly	statement:

Sooner	or	later	Donald	Trump,	even	if	he’s	president,	is	going	to	have	to	learn	that	he	doesn’t
get	to	pick	the	journalists—we’re	very	surprised	he’s	willing	to	show	that	much	fear	about
being	questioned	by	Megyn	Kelly.35

So	Trump	escalated.	He	announced	a	boycott	of	the	Fox	debate.	Instead,	he
would	engage	in	a	fund-raiser	“for	the	vets.”	That	fund-raiser	resulted	in	the
usual	shaky	outcome;	it	would	take	months	for	Trump	to	be	shamed	into
disgorging	the	money	he	raised	and	to	honor	his	own	million-dollar	pledge.36
Politically,	though,	the	stunt	more	than	delivered.	The	woman	who	was	once
acclaimed	as	the	future	of	Fox	News	abruptly	found	herself	condemned	as	the
enemy	within,	a	strumpet	“fascinated	with	sex,”	in	the	accusation	Newt	Gingrich
flung	at	her	in	an	October	2016	interview.37	Trump’s	allies	at	the	National
Enquirer	gathered	the	salacious	gossip	that	would	provide	the	tabloid	with	a



cover	story	in	May	2017:	“Megyn	Kelly	Exposed—Secrets	of	Her	Rapid	Rise	to
Power,	from	Her	Ruthless	Early	Career	to	a	Plastic	Surgery	Makeover.”	In
December	2016,	Kelly	disclosed	that	after	Trump’s	August	outburst	against	her,
she	had	faced	death	threats	serious	enough	that	she	had	hired	armed	guards	to
protect	her	three	young	children,	all	then	under	the	age	of	seven.38
Megyn	Kelly	would	leave	Fox	in	January	2017.	After	the	election,	Fox’s

coverage	descended	to	new	sub-basements	of	abjectness.	Fox	would	replace
Kelly	with	Tucker	Carlson,	who	filled	his	hour	with	trolling	and	spoofing
reminiscent	of	white-nationalist	message	boards.	The	morning	show	Fox	&
Friends	would	dedicate	itself	to	flattery	of	(and	therapy	for)	the	ego-needy
president.	Sean	Hannity,	shifted	to	the	prime	9:00	p.m.	Eastern	Time	slot	after
Bill	O’Reilly’s	termination,	lent	credence	to	any	story,	no	matter	how	wild,	that
might	deflect	attention	from	the	Trump-Russia	connection.	Hannity	reverentially
interviewed	Julian	Assange	and	publicized	the	fantasy	that	WikiLeaks	had
received	the	Democratic	emails	not	from	Russian	intelligence	(as	the	CIA,	FBI,
NSA,	and	the	Office	of	the	Director	of	National	Intelligence	had	assessed),	but
from	a	disgruntled	DNC	staffer,	Seth	Rich,	who	was	subsequently	murdered,
most	likely	(it	was	heavily	insinuated)	at	the	behest	of	important	people	in	the
Democratic	Party.39	Fox’s	on-air	talent	abased	themselves	to	argue	that	even
proven	collusion	by	the	Trump	campaign	with	Russian	intelligence	would	be—
at	worst—“alarming	and	highly	inappropriate.”40

The	steady	flow	of	“alternative	facts”	from	Fox	News’	hosts	(to	borrow	the
useful	phrase	of	Trump’s	aide	Kellyanne	Conway41)	would	impose	serious	costs
on	the	network’s	business.	In	May	2017,	Fox	would	fall	to	third	place	among
cable	networks	for	the	most	desired	viewing	audience	in	weekday	prime	time,
adults	aged	twenty-five	to	fifty-four.42	Fox	remained	the	largest	cable	network
overall,	but	its	eyeballs	increasingly	lacked	spending	power,	threatening	its
future	profitability.	While	the	core	Fox	audience	watches	to	have	its	prejudices
ratified,	many	occasional	Fox	viewers	have	become	impatient	with	a	news
network	that	distorts,	misrepresents,	and	oftentimes	outright	ignores	the
country’s	most	exciting	domestic	news	story.
The	predicament	of	Fox	illustrates	the	larger	crisis	of	conservatism	in	the

Trump	era.	Gullibly	or	cynically,	resentfully	or	opportunistically,	for	lack	of
better	information	or	for	lack	of	a	better	alternative,	a	great	party	has	slowly
united	to	elevate	one	man	into	a	position	of	almost	absolute	power	over	itself.
Many	who	submitted	to	Trump	perceived	perfectly	clearly	what	they	were

submitting	to:
The	big	donors	knew	their	money	would	be	misappropriated.
Congressional	leaders	foresaw	that	Trump	would	behave	outrageously	and

erratically.



erratically.
Trump’s	apologists	in	the	media	world	recognized	his	lack	of	principle.
They	decided	in	favor	of	him	anyway—expecting	(or	at	least	pathetically

hoping!)	that	some	larger	good	would	come	of	it.
The	Republican	rank	and	file,	however,	acted	on	emotion,	not	calculus.	On	the

night	of	August	25,	2017,	President	Trump	used	the	cover	of	Hurricane	Harvey
to	pardon	Maricopa	County	sheriff	Joe	Arpaio.	In	July,	Arpaio	had	been
convicted	of	criminal	contempt	of	court	for	defying	a	2011	order	to	cease	traffic
patrols	that	profiled	Hispanic	drivers	in	his	Arizona	county.	Through	the	Obama
years,	conservatives	had	reinvented	themselves	as	“constitutionalists”:	upholders
of	law	against	arbitrary	executive	power.	Ted	Cruz	even	wrote	the	foreword	to	a
book	accusing	the	Obama	administration	of	unprecedented	lawlessness.43	But
that	was	then.	The	Arpaio	pardon	generated	paroxysms	of	enthusiasm	in	the
conservative	base.	A	popular	columnist	for	the	conservative	site	Townhall.com
tweeted	to	his	115,000	followers	a	pithy	explanation	of	the	justification	for	the
about-face	on	arbitrary	executive	power:

The	main	reason	for	President	Trump	to	pardon	Sheriff	Joe	was	fuck	you,	leftists.	The
new	rules,	bitches.

followed	by	a	smiling	sunglasses-wearing	emoji	symbol.44	He	made	a	cogent
point	too.	By	August	2017,	what	was	left	of	the	philosophy	formerly	known	as
conservatism	beyond	“fuck	you,	leftists”?
President	Trump	may	not	have	had	policy	ideas	in	the	conventional	sense.	But

he	had	a	sure	grasp	of	the	emotions	that	impelled	the	Republican	voting	base—
and	how	those	emotions	could	be	manipulated	to	empower	himself	and	enrich
his	family.	In	1960,	a	quip	circulated	that	the	Kennedy	family	arrived	in	power
like	the	Borgias	descending	on	some	respectable	Italian	town.	The	joke	did	not
quite	work,	because	it	did	not	quite	apply.	The	Kennedys’	many	faults	were
joined	to	an	undeniable	grace	and	generosity	of	spirit,	to	authentic	public	service
and	a	large	vision	of	America.	Not	so	for	the	Trump	family.	They	came	to	loot.
If	rules	stood	in	their	way,	the	rules	could	go	smash.



Chapter	4
Plunder

Not	to	injure	anybody’s	national	pride,	but	even	before	the	Trump	presidency,
the	United	States	ranked	a	not	exactly	reassuring	eighteenth	on	Transparency
International’s	corruption	index,	behind	Hong	Kong	and	Belgium.1
In	modern	times,	however,	governmental	corruption	in	the	United	States	has

been	a	problem	associated	much	more	with	states	and	localities	than	with	the
federal	government,	and	within	the	federal	government,	with	Congress	more
than	the	executive	branch.	In	response	to	the	Watergate	scandal,	Americans
amended	their	laws	and	raised	their	expectations.
Newt	Gingrich	surrendered	a	quite	legal	book	deal	in	1994	because	of	public

criticism	that	a	multimillion-dollar	advance	to	a	newly	elected	Speaker	of	the
House	looked	too	much	like	a	gift	from	a	wealthy	supporter.2	Former	Senate
majority	leader	Tom	Daschle	stepped	away	from	his	nomination	as	secretary	of
Health	and	Human	Services	in	2009	because	he	had	not	paid	taxes	on	the	use	of
a	car	and	driver	in	his	business	career	in	the	mid-2000s.3	Candidates	and
presidents	since	Gerald	Ford	have	followed	the	practice	initiated	by	George
Romney	in	1968	and	published	their	tax	returns.
Politicians	accepted	these	new	stricter	post-Watergate	standards	because	they

assumed	everybody	else	accepted	them.	But	what	if	somebody	decided	to	reject
them?	What	would	happen	then?	Donald	Trump	guessed:	nothing	much.	He	not
only	declined	to	release	his	tax	returns,	but	directed	campaign	funds	to	his	own
businesses.	As	late	as	January	2016,	half	a	year	after	the	launch	of	Trump’s
campaign	for	the	Republican	nomination,	Trump’s	associates	pursued	a	deal	to
license	the	Trump	name	for	a	Trump	Tower	Moscow.	When	the	deal	ran	into



difficulties,	Trump’s	lawyer	appealed	for	help	to	contacts	in	the	Putin	regime.4
A	rule-of-law	state	can	withstand	a	certain	amount	of	official	corruption.

What	it	cannot	withstand	is	a	culture	of	impunity.	So	long	as	officials	believe
that	corruption	will	usually	be	detected—and	if	detected,	then	certainly	punished
—for	just	that	long	they	will	believe	that	corruption	is	wrong.	It	is	for	this	reason
that	corrupt	regimes	swiftly	evolve	toward	authoritarianism,	and	authoritarian
regimes	toward	corruption.	Outside	of	the	Islamic	world,	the	twenty-first	century
is	not	an	era	of	ideology.	The	grand	utopian	visions	of	the	nineteenth	century
have	passed	out	of	fashion.	The	nightmare	totalitarian	projects	of	the	twentieth
have	been	overthrown	or	have	disintegrated,	leaving	behind	only	outdated
remnants:	North	Korea,	Cuba.	What	is	spreading	today	is	repressive	kleptocracy,
led	by	rulers	motivated	by	greed	rather	than	by	the	deranged	idealism	of	Hitler
or	Stalin	or	Mao.	Such	rulers	rely	less	on	terror	and	more	on	rule	twisting,	the
manipulation	of	information,	and	the	co-option	of	elites.	Their	goal	is	self-
enrichment;	the	corrosion	of	the	rule	of	law	is	the	necessary	means.	As	a	shrewd
local	observer	explained	to	me	on	a	visit	to	Hungary	in	early	2016,	“The	main
benefit	of	controlling	a	modern	bureaucratic	state	is	not	the	power	to	persecute
the	innocent.	It	is	the	power	to	protect	the	guilty.”
No	president	in	history	has	burned	more	public	money	to	sustain	his	personal

lifestyle	than	Donald	Trump.	Three-quarters	of	the	way	through	his	first	year	in
office,	President	Trump	was	on	track	to	spend	more	on	travel	in	one	year	of	his
presidency	than	Barack	Obama	in	eight—even	though	Trump	only	rarely
ventured	west	of	the	Mississippi	or	across	any	ocean.5
In	May	2017,	Congress	appropriated	an	additional	$120	million	to	provide

security	to	the	Trump	family,	half	of	it	to	reimburse	local	police	in	Palm	Beach
and	New	York	City	for	the	extra	costs	imposed	by	President	Trump’s	weekend
getaways	and	the	decision	by	First	Lady	Melania	Trump	to	maintain	a	separate
residence	in	the	first	year	of	the	Trump	presidency.6	Even	this	record-breaking
allowance	soon	proved	inadequate.	By	August	2017,	the	Secret	Service	reported
it	had	exhausted	both	its	budget	and	its	agents’	human	capacity	for	overtime
work.	Facing	a	wave	of	resignations	and	retirements,	the	Secret	Service	asked
Congress	to	raise	the	cap	on	agents’	pay	and	overtime	from	$160,000	to
$187,000.	Kevin	Johnson	reported	in	USA	Today:

The	president’s	jaunts	to	Mar-a-Lago	are	estimated	to	cost	at	least	$3	million	each,	based	on	a
General	Accounting	Office	estimate	for	similar	travel	by	former	President	Obama.	The	Secret
Service	has	spent	some	$60,000	on	golf	cart	rentals	alone	this	year	to	protect	Trump	at	both
Mar-a-Lago	and	Bedminster.7

The	annual	Kushner	family	ski	vacation	in	Aspen	in	March	2017	cost



taxpayers	at	least	$330,000.8	An	Eric	Trump	business	trip	to	Uruguay	in	early
January	2017	cost	the	Secret	Service	nearly	$100,000	just	for	hotel	rooms.	It
cost	tens	of	thousands	more	to	accompany	Donald	Trump	Jr.	to	Vancouver	in
March	2017	and	to	protect	Tiffany	Trump,	the	president’s	youngest	daughter,	on
a	German	tour	and	Mediterranean	yachting	holiday	in	July.9
Costly	as	the	Trump	family	was	to	the	presidency,	the	presidency	was

correspondingly	lucrative	to	the	Trump	family.	Jonathan	O’Connell	reported	in
the	Washington	Post	in	August	2017	that	the	Trump	hotel	in	Washington,	DC,
collected	$4.1	million	more	than	projected	in	the	first	four	months	of	that	year.10
Foreign	governments,	US	corporations,	and	Trump’s	own	super	PAC	made	the
Trump	hotel	their	first	choice	of	venue.11	Earnings	from	food	and	drink	exceeded
expectations	by	more	than	37	percent.	Despite	a	low	occupancy	rate—only	42
percent—the	hotel	managed	to	extract	an	average	room	rate	from	the	guests	who
did	stay	there	of	almost	$660,	versus	an	average	of	$495	at	Washington’s	other
ultraluxury	hotels.12

Party	funds	poured	into	Trump’s	personal	pockets.	The	Republican	National
Committee,	Trump’s	2020	reelection	effort,	the	Republican	Governors
Association,	and	other	GOP	campaigns	and	committees	together	spent	about
$1.3	million	at	Trump	properties	in	the	first	half	of	2017.13
Trump’s	Florida	clubhouse,	Mar-a-Lago,	doubled	its	initiation	fee	to	$200,000

in	January	2017.14	Trump	formed	his	2020	reelection	committee	on	his
inauguration	day.	In	its	first	six	months	of	existence,	the	committee	spent
$600,000	of	its	donors’	money	at	Trump-branded	properties.15	The	US	military
spends	$130,000	per	month	to	lease	space	in	Trump	Tower,	on	the	chance
Trump	might	need	communications	equipment	on	a	visit	to	his	home.	(The
arrangement	is	a	sublet,	however,	so	Trump	may	not	receive	any	of	the	money
personally.16)
These	petty	grifts	swelled	the	income	and	enhanced	the	lifestyle	of	a	family

that	always	needed	more—and	was	never	particular	about	where	that	“more”
came	from.	(And	unlike	the	sad	students	at	Trump	University,	whose	fraud
lawsuit	was	settled	by	the	Trump	Organization	in	March	2017	for	$25	million,17
the	US	government	could	bear	the	cost.)	Yet	even	$600,000	here,	$4	million
there,	hardly	amounted	to	big	money	by	the	standards	of	Trump	family	ambition
—or	Trump	family	exigency.
Donald	Trump	and	his	Kushner	in-laws	are	perceived	as	fabulously	wealthy.

But	while	they	do	own	substantial	assets,	they	also	owe	enormous	debts,	and	it
has	never	been	clear	for	either	family	how	those	two	figures	balance.	Trump	has
teetered	on	the	edge	of	ruin	again	and	again	through	his	career.	Over	the	decade



since	the	2008	financial	crisis,	his	son-in-law	seems	to	have	faced	ruin	on	an
even	more	epic	scale.
In	2007,	Jared	Kushner	persuaded	his	family	group	to	purchase	an

Eisenhower-era	office	building	on	New	York’s	Fifth	Avenue	for	a	then	record-
setting	$1.8	billion,	financed	by	$1.215	billion	in	commercial	mortgage	bonds.
The	deal	almost	instantly	went	catastrophically	wrong.	Occupancy	dropped	in
the	wake	of	the	financial	crisis	of	2008.	Rents	collapsed.	Things	did	not	improve
for	the	Kushners’	666	Fifth	Avenue	property	during	the	recovery.	The	business
locus	of	New	York	shifted	west	and	south,	away	from	Fifth	Avenue,	and	often
out	of	Manhattan	entirely.	A	post-2010	building	boom	offered	potential	tenants
more	attractive	contemporary	premises	at	competitive	rents.	The	Kushner
building	lost	$10	million	in	2015	and	was	on	track	to	lose	considerably	more	in
2016.
By	November	2016,	the	situation	was	becoming	truly	desperate.	The	Kushner

family	had	refinanced	the	building	in	2011,	promising	to	reinvent	it	as	a
glittering	new	condo	tower,	doubling	its	height	and	adding	glamorous	new	retail
space.	This	additional	capital	came	with	a	tough	time	limit.	The	interest	rate	on
the	loan	was	scheduled	to	double	to	6.35	percent	in	December	2016;	harsh	new
fees	would	come	due	as	well.18
But	in	the	interim,	a	miracle	had	occurred:	the	political	rise	of	Donald	Trump.

The	Kushner	family	very	suddenly	found	itself	attracting	prospective	financial
partners	from	around	the	world,	as	Susanne	Craig,	Jo	Becker,	and	Jesse	Drucker
reported	in	the	New	York	Times.

On	the	night	of	Nov.	16,	[2016]	a	group	of	executives	gathered	in	a	private	dining	room	of	the
restaurant	La	Chine	at	the	Waldorf	Astoria	hotel	in	Midtown	Manhattan.	The	table	was	laden
with	Chinese	delicacies	and	$2,100	bottles	of	Château	Lafite	Rothschild.	At	one	end	sat	Wu
Xiaohui,	the	chairman	of	the	Waldorf’s	owner,	Anbang	Insurance	Group,	a	Chinese	financial
behemoth	with	estimated	assets	of	$285	billion	and	an	ownership	structure	shrouded	in
mystery.	Close	by	sat	Jared	Kushner,	a	major	New	York	real	estate	investor	whose	father-in-
law,	Donald	J.	Trump,	had	just	been	elected	president	of	the	United	States.
It	was	a	mutually	auspicious	moment.
Mr.	Wu	and	Mr.	Kushner—who	is	married	to	Mr.	Trump’s	daughter	Ivanka	and	is	one	of

his	closest	advisers—were	nearing	agreement	on	a	joint	venture	in	Manhattan:	the
redevelopment	of	666	Fifth	Avenue,	the	fading	crown	jewel	of	the	Kushner	family	real-estate
empire.	Anbang,	which	has	close	ties	to	the	Chinese	state,	has	seen	its	aggressive	efforts	to
buy	up	hotels	in	the	United	States	slowed	amid	concerns	raised	by	Obama	administration
officials	who	review	foreign	investments	for	national	security	risk.
Now,	according	to	two	people	with	knowledge	of	the	get-together,	Mr.	Wu	toasted	Mr.

Trump	and	declared	his	desire	to	meet	the	president-elect,	whose	ascension,	he	was	sure,
would	be	good	for	global	business.19

Kushner	never	got	his	Chinese	loan.	Anbang	retreated	rather	than	face	the



glare	of	American	publicity.	But	Chinese	money	did	continue	to	flow	to	the
Kushner	family.	Even	as	Jared	Kushner	emerged	as	the	most	influential	adviser
to	the	president	of	the	United	States,	his	relatives	marketed	condominiums	in
China	with	the	promise	that	an	“investor	visa”	came	attached.	Emily	Rauhala
and	William	Wan	of	the	Washington	Post	attended	just	such	a	marketing
meeting	in	Beijing	in	May	2017.	The	arrival	of	American	reporters	upset	the
organizers,	who	roughly	tried	to	eject	them	from	the	hall,	explaining,	“This	is
not	the	story	we	want.”	But	it’s	the	story	that	happened:

Over	several	hours	of	slide	shows	and	presentations,	representatives	from	the	Kushner	family
business	urged	Chinese	citizens	gathered	at	a	Ritz-Carlton	hotel	to	consider	investing
hundreds	of	thousands	of	dollars	in	a	New	Jersey	luxury	apartment	complex	that	would	help
them	secure	what’s	known	as	an	investor	visa.
The	potential	investors	were	advised	to	invest	sooner	rather	than	later	in	case	visa	rules

change	under	the	Trump	administration.	“Invest	early,	and	you	will	invest	under	the	old	rules,”
one	speaker	said.
The	tagline	on	a	brochure	for	the	event:	“Invest	$500,000	and	immigrate	to	the	United

States.”
And	the	highlight	of	the	afternoon	was	[Nicole	Kushner]	Meyer,	a	principal	for	the

company,	who	was	introduced	in	promotional	materials	as	Jared’s	sister.20

Russian	banks	also	acquired	a	keen	new	enthusiasm	for	Kushner	family
projects.	Over	the	course	of	the	2016	presidential	campaign,	Kushner	had	a
number	of	conversations	with	Sergey	Kislyak,	the	Russian	ambassador	to	the
United	States.	Two	would	be	disclosed	on	Kushner’s	application	for	a	security
clearance.	The	rest	would	not—not	until	press	reports	compelled	Kushner	to
correct	the	record	after	the	fact.	Kushner	would	also	meet	with	the	head	of	a
Russian	state-owned	bank	implicated	in	past	espionage	against	the	United	States.
Ned	Parker	and	Jonathan	Landy	reported	for	Reuters	on	the	FBI’s	suspicions
about	these	meetings.

FBI	investigators	are	examining	whether	Russians	suggested	to	Kushner	or	other	Trump	aides
that	relaxing	economic	sanctions	would	allow	Russian	banks	to	offer	financing	to	people	with
ties	to	Trump,	said	the	current	U.S.	law	enforcement	official.	.	.	.	The	bank	said	in	a	statement
in	March	that	it	had	met	with	Kushner	along	with	other	representatives	of	U.S.	banks	and
business	as	part	of	preparing	a	new	corporate	strategy.21

A	very	great	many	corporations,	foreign	and	domestic,	were	preparing	the
same	“new	strategy.”
Through	the	transition	period,	President-Elect	Trump	and	his	family	used	their

new	position	to	recognize	old	business	associates	and	seek	new	ones.	On
November	14,	2016,	Trump	spoke	for	fifteen	minutes	to	the	president	of
Argentina,	Mauricio	Macri.	According	to	reports	in	the	Argentine	media,	Trump



mentioned	that	a	Trump-licensed	building	in	Buenos	Aires	was	stalled	in	the
permitting	process.	The	next	day,	Trump’s	local	partners	triumphantly
announced	that	the	building	was	moving	forward.	It	would	later	emerge	that	not
only	had	Trump’s	daughter	Ivanka	joined	the	call,	but	that	Trump’s	son	Eric	had
arranged	it,	at	the	request	of	Trump’s	lead	partner	in	the	Buenos	Aires	deal.22
Trump	had	licensed	his	name	to	five	projects	in	India.	His	partners	in	those

projects	stopped	by	Trump	Tower	on	November	17,	2016.	They	discussed
business	with	Trump’s	three	adult	children,	posed	for	a	photo	with	the	president-
elect,	and	gave	an	interview	afterward	to	an	Indian	publication,	The	Economic
Times.23	That’s	how	Americans	learned	of	the	meeting:	as	with	the	Argentine
discussions,	the	Trump	transition	team	had	provided	no	notice	or	readout	of	the
meeting	to	any	American	media.
On	November	18,	2016,	President-Elect	Trump	would	meet	with	Japan’s

prime	minister,	Shinzo	Abe,	at	Trump	Tower.	Photographs	of	the	encounter
between	the	two	leaders	showed	Trump’s	daughter	Ivanka	in	attendance.	Jared
Kushner	joined	the	group	as	well.	At	the	time	of	the	meeting,	Ivanka	Trump	was
in	negotiations	to	license	her	clothing	brand	to	a	big	Japanese	retailer.	That
retailer	was	owned	by	a	Japanese	bank,	which	was	in	turn	wholly	owned	by	the
Japanese	government.24	(The	deal	would	ultimately	fail.25)
Trump	tangled	government,	family,	and	business	in	the	style	of	an

authoritarian	Third	World	kleptocrat.	When	a	staffer	at	the	National	Security
Council	(NSC)	wrote	a	memo	denouncing	H.	R.	McMaster,	Trump’s	national
security	adviser,	as	one	of	the	cultural	Marxist	“globalists”	waging	Maoist
insurgency	against	the	Trump	administration,	the	document	was	brought	to	the
president’s	attention	by	his	son	Donald	Jr.,	the	new	CEO	of	the	Trump
Organization,	and	therefore	someone	supposedly	walled	off	from	the	internal
workings	of	the	national	security	agencies.26
Authoritarian	governments	around	the	world	scented	possibility	in	an

incoming	Trump	administration	whose	style	so	resembled	theirs.	Days	before
the	2016	election,	the	brutal	president	of	the	Philippines,	Rodrigo	Duterte,
named	the	developer	of	Manila’s	Trump-branded	property	as	his	special	envoy
to	the	United	States.27	Duterte	would	collect	his	reward	in	the	form	of	a	flattering
phone	call	from	President	Trump	on	April	29,	2017.

TRUMP:	I	just	wanted	to	congratulate	you,	because	I	am	hearing	of	the
unbelievable	job	on	the	drug	problem.	Many	countries	have	the
problem,	we	have	a	problem,	but	what	a	great	job	you	are	doing.	I	just
wanted	to	call	and	tell	you	that.



DUTERTE:	Thank	you,	Mr.	President.	This	is	the	scourge	of	my	nation
now,	and	I	have	to	do	something	to	preserve	the	Filipino	nation.

TRUMP:	I	understand	that	and	fully	understand	that,	and	I	think	we	had	a
previous	president	who	did	not	understand	that.28

In	February	2017,	the	Trump	Organization	announced	plans	for	Scion,	a	new
lower-cost	hotel	line	in	the	United	States.	Its	first	franchise,	in	Dallas,	would	be
developed	in	partnership	with	a	company	with	deep	connections	in	Russia,
Turkey,	and	Kazakhstan.	The	New	York	Times	reported	in	May	that	the
developer

has	been	quoted	in	the	Dallas	Business	Journal,	saying	that	the	deal	would	be	financed	by	his
family	and	business	associates	in	Turkey	and	Kazakhstan.	In	recent	statements	to	the	Dallas
Morning	News	.	.	.	he	backed	away	from	those	claims	and	said	the	money	would	come	only
from	him	and	two	American	partners.	He	declined	to	elaborate	to	The	Times.29

The	government	of	China	approved	thirty-eight	Trump	trademarks	in	the
single	month	of	March	2017.	By	the	end	of	May,	China	had	granted	the
president	a	total	of	seventy-seven,	plus	a	spate	more	for	his	daughter	Ivanka.	The
Trump	Organization	had	applied	for	these	marks	only	a	year	earlier.	Erika
Kinetz	of	the	Associated	Press	reported	from	Shanghai:

Dan	Plane,	a	director	at	Simone	IP	Services,	a	Hong	Kong	intellectual	property	consultancy,
said	he	had	never	seen	so	many	applications	approved	so	expeditiously.
“For	all	these	marks	to	sail	through	so	quickly	and	cleanly,	with	no	similar	marks,	no

identical	marks,	no	issues	with	specifications—boy,	it’s	weird,”	he	said.	.	.	.	Plane	said	he
would	be	“very,	very	surprised”	if	officials	from	the	ruling	Communist	party	were	not
monitoring	Trump’s	intellectual	property	interests.	“This	is	just	way	over	your	average
trademark	examiner’s	pay	grade,”	he	said.30

Until	the	financial	crisis	of	2008,	Donald	Trump	had	almost	no	business
interests	outside	the	United	States.	That	year’s	crisis	shattered	what	remained	of
his	real-estate	development	activity.	By	the	fall	of	2008,	Trump’s	casino
operation	had	staggered	to	its	final,	terminal	bankruptcy.	Trump	Mortgage	had
collapsed.	Trump-licensed	towers	in	Florida	and	Georgia	were	failing.	Trump
companies	defaulted	on	$334	million	of	debt	repayment	due	Deutsche	Bank	on
his	last	big	personally	directed	project:	Trump	Tower	Chicago.31
But	Trump	remained	a	TV	star,	thanks	to	NBC’s	Apprentice.	His	name	had

become	a	global	symbol	of	ostentatious	gimcrack	luxe.	A	brand	that	once	sought
to	dominate	New	York	City	settled	for	being	big	in	Baku.32	The	message	went
forth	from	Pinsk	to	Penang,	and	everywhere	dirty	money	is	gained	and	hidden:	If



you	are	looking	for	someone	to	shine	you	up,	you	can	find	him	in	Trump	Tower.
A	five-bylined	story	for	Reuters	in	March	2017	reported,	“At	least	63

individuals	with	Russian	passports	or	addresses	have	bought	at	least
$98.4	million	worth	of	property	in	seven	Trump-branded	luxury	towers	in
southern	Florida.”33	In	the	year	after	Donald	Trump	secured	the	Republican
presidential	nomination,	70	percent	of	Trump’s	customers	made	their	purchases
through	identity-shielding	corporations.	Trump	sold	$33	million	worth	of	real
estate	in	this	concealed	way	in	the	six	months	after	the	2016	election.34
Trump	and	his	son-in-law	Jared	Kushner	claimed	to	have	put	in	place	ethical

safeguards	against	conflicts	of	interest.	These	safeguards	proved	utterly	derisory,
when	not	wholly	fictitious.	David	Enrich	reported	in	the	Wall	Street	Journal	in
July	2017	that	at	a	White	House	tech	summit	organized	by	Jared	Kushner,	the
only	start-up	with	a	seat	at	the	table	was	OpenGov.com,	partly	owned	by	Jared’s
brother	Josh.35
Kushner	promised	to	divest	himself	from	his	family’s	holdings.	But	who	on

earth	would	buy	Jared	Kushner’s	stake	in	the	666	Fifth	Avenue	project?	What
“divestment”	meant	in	this	case	was	accepting	an	IOU	for	his	share	from	other
relatives,	an	IOU	that	would	acquire	net	value	only	if	someone	could	be
persuaded	to	rescue	the	Kushner	family	as	a	whole,	Jared	included.36
Trump’s	claims	to	have	divested	his	businesses	proved	equally	empty.

Trump’s	sons	acknowledged	that	they	regularly	reported	to	him	on	the	family
companies’	revenues	and	operations.37	Even	after	the	supposed	“separation”
within	the	Trump	family,	the	two	sons	often	attended	White	House	functions	and
Republican	strategy	sessions.38	They	acted	as	White	House	surrogates	on	TV	and
in	social	media,	and	posted	photographs	of	themselves	from	within	the	White
House	precincts.39	(Tangling	the	lines	even	more	tightly,	Eric	Trump’s	wife,
Lara,	would	take	a	job	in	May	2017	with	a	vendor	to	Trump’s	2020	reelection
effort.40	She	also	hosted	Trump	campaign	Facebook	video	spots.)	Trump
promised	to	donate	all	foreign	profits	earned	by	the	Trump	Organization	to
charity.	But	as	of	midyear	2017,	his	company	had	made	no	effort	even	to
identify	such	profits,	much	less	disgorge	them.41
Federal	conflict-of-interest	statutes	exempt	the	president	and	vice	president

from	many	of	their	strictures,	partly	for	separation-of-powers	reasons,	partly	for
pragmatic	reasons.	A	president’s	scope	of	authority	is	so	vast	there	is	almost
nothing	he	or	she	could	do	that	could	not	affect	his	or	her	own	economic
interests	in	some	way.	Even	so	basic	a	decision	as	proposing	a	budget	deficit	or
surplus	could	affect	the	relative	values	of	stocks	versus	bonds.
But	these	exemptions	do	not	constitute	a	blank	ethical	check	for	the	president.

Since	modern	conflict-of-interest	rules	took	form	in	the	1970s,	presidents	have



volunteered	near-total	financial	disclosure,	including	the	publication	of	their	tax
returns.	All	the	world	can	see	what	they	have,	what	they	earn,	and	what	they
owe,	and	can	judge	accordingly	whether	the	president	has	behaved	ethically	or
not.
Trump	and	Kushner—and	indeed	even	some	in	his	cabinet—have	disregarded

and	defied	the	post-Watergate	norm.	Trump	has	told	one	untenable	story	after
another	about	why	he	cannot	publish	his	returns,	finally	abandoning	the	pretense
altogether	postelection,	saying,	“The	only	one	that	cares	about	my	tax	returns	are
the	reporters.”42	Trump’s	aide	Kellyanne	Conway	scolded	journalists	who
continued	to	ask.	“We	litigated	this	all	through	the	election.	People	didn’t	care.”43

The	disclosures	required	of	the	president	by	law	do	not	convey	much,	because
they	apply	only	to	Trump	personally,	not	to	the	“upstream”	corporate	entities
through	which	Trump	receives	his	income	and	owes	his	debts.
For	example,	the	Trump	family	is	a	part	owner	of	a	building	on	the	Avenue	of

the	Americas	in	Manhattan	that	carries	a	$950	million	mortgage	to	the	Bank	of
China.44	That	upstream	debt	weighs	on	Trump’s	income,	but	it	need	not	be
disclosed	on	a	federal	form.	In	August	2016,	a	New	York	Times	investigation
suggested	that	Trump	owed	at	least	$650	million,	twice	as	much	as	his	campaign
disclosure	forms	acknowledged.45	Trump’s	biographer	Timothy	L.	O’Brien	of
Bloomberg	View	estimated	to	NPR	early	in	2017	that	Trump	owes	in	excess	of
$1	billion	to	about	150	different	financial	institutions,	vastly	more	than	the
$310	million	indicated	on	the	first	disclosure	he	filed	as	president.46
Trump’s	son-in-law	and	daughter	also	omitted	enormous	holdings	and

liabilities	from	their	financial	disclosure	forms:	their	art	collection,	important
investments,	and	exposure	to	as	much	as	$1	billion	in	personal	and	corporate
debt.47
Trump	has	successfully	rolled	back—and	then	some!—the	ethical	rules	that

have	accreted	around	the	presidency	since	Watergate.	Tax	disclosure	refused	for
the	first	time	since	Gerald	Ford.	Conflict-of-interest	rules	ignored	for	the	first
time	since	Richard	Nixon.	Running	a	business	corporation	while	in	office	for	the
first	time	since	Lyndon	Johnson.	The	first	appointment	of	a	relative	to	a	senior
government	position	since	John	F.	Kennedy	named	his	brother	Robert	attorney
general.	The	first	appointment	of	a	presidential	son	or	daughter	to	a	senior	White
House	position	since	Franklin	Roosevelt’s	son	James.	The	first	use	of
presidential	patronage	to	enrich	the	president’s	family	since	Ulysses	S.	Grant.48
The	first	acceptance	of	substantial	foreign	cash	flows	by	the	president	in
American	history.	The	first	subordination	of	US	foreign	policy	to	the	president’s
business	interests	in	American	history.	The	most	lavish	spending	on	the	person
of	a	president	in	American	history.



Beyond	all	the	many	and	grave	evils	of	corruption	at	the	top	of	government	is
the	near	impossibility	of	confining	corruption	within	one	office.	Early	in	July
2017,	the	chief	corporate	oversight	official	in	the	Department	of	Justice	posted	a
comment	on	her	LinkedIn	page	explaining	her	recent	resignation:

Trying	to	hold	companies	to	standards	that	our	current	administration	is	not	living	up	to	was
creating	a	cognitive	dissonance	that	I	could	not	overcome.	To	sit	across	the	table	from
companies	and	question	how	committed	they	were	to	ethics	and	compliance	felt	not	only
hypocritical,	but	very	much	like	shuffling	the	deck	chairs	on	the	Titanic.	Even	as	I	engaged	in
those	questioning	and	evaluations,	on	my	mind	were	the	numerous	lawsuits	pending	against
the	President	of	the	United	States	for	everything	from	violations	of	the	Constitution	to	conflict
of	interest,	the	ongoing	investigations	of	potentially	treasonous	conducts,	and	the	investigators
and	prosecutors	fired	for	their	pursuits	of	principles	and	facts.	Those	are	conducts	I	would	not
tolerate	seeing	in	a	company,	yet	I	worked	under	an	administration	that	engaged	in	exactly
those	conduct.	I	wanted	no	more	part	in	it.49

But	while	resignations	in	disgust	are	one	possible	response	to	Trumpocracy,
so	too	is	the	attitude	“If	you	can’t	beat	’em,	join	’em.”
Trump	is	one	by	one	disabling	the	federal	government’s	inhibitions	against

corruption.	On	March	10,	2017,	Trump	fired	the	forty-six	US	attorneys	who	had
not	resigned	when	the	administration	turned	over.	(Congress	has	established
ninety-three	US	attorney	positions	in	total.)	This	was	more	or	less	normal
practice	for	a	new	administration.	What	happened	next	was	not.
Trump	left	the	US	attorneys’	jobs	vacant	for	months.	A	legal	expert	explained

the	consequences	to	the	New	York	Daily	News:

While	the	U.S.	Attorney	offices	will	move	forward	without	heads	in	place	with
uncontroversial	cases,	like	ordinary	fraud	and	white	collar	crimes,	there	are	a	whole	bunch	of
crimes	that,	under	DOJ	procedures,	require	approval	coordination	between	DOJ	headquarters
and	actual	Senate-confirmed	U.S.	Attorneys.	Public	corruption	and	international	terrorism
need	to	be	coordinated	with	main	Justice.	If	you	don’t	get	people	in	these	roles,	where	they’re
supposed	to	be	working	with	prosecutors	on	the	ground,	it	could	really	slow	down	high	profile
criminal	investigations.50

Trump	did	at	last	begin	to	send	names	forward	for	US	attorney	posts	in	July
2017.	As	he	did	so,	it	became	obvious	why	the	search	for	replacements	had
taken	so	long.	Trump	was	seeking	personal	loyalists.	Trump,	normally
indifferent	to	mid-level	personnel,	actually	met	in	person	with	a	candidate	for
US	attorney	for	the	District	of	Columbia,	the	US	attorney	with	potential	criminal
jurisdiction	over	his	staff	and	himself.	In	the	words	of	CNN’s	Laura	Jarrett,	such
a	meeting	“some	former	Justice	Department	and	White	House	sources	say
sharply	departs	from	past	practice	and	more	generally	is	at	odds	with	the
understood	custom	of	insulating	U.S.	attorneys	from	political	influence.”51



Donald	Trump	never	accepted	the	concept	that	the	law	should	be	insulated
from	politics.	He	repeatedly	publicly	demanded	that	his	attorney	general	initiate
criminal	proceedings	against	his	former	opponent,	Hillary	Clinton.52	His	eleven-
day	communications	director,	Anthony	“the	Mooch”	Scaramucci,	bizarrely
tweeted	a	demand	on	July	27,	2017,	that	the	FBI	investigate	the	“leak”	of	his
financial	disclosure	forms.53	Scaramucci	hastily	deleted	the	tweet	after	it	was
pointed	out	to	him	that	(a)	the	forms	were	public	documents,	and	(b)	it	is	a
serious	crime	for	a	White	House	staffer	to	attempt	to	order	the	FBI	to	investigate
anyone.	Where	would	the	Mooch	get	the	notion	that	a	White	House	staffer	could
initiate	such	an	investigation?	From	his	boss,	of	course,	who	insisted	in	a	July
2017	interview	with	Peter	Baker,	Maggie	Haberman,	and	Michael	Schmidt	of
the	New	York	Times	that	the	director	of	the	FBI	should	report	personally	to	the
president:

And	when	Nixon	came	along	[inaudible]	was	pretty	brutal,	and	out	of	courtesy,	the	F.B.I.
started	reporting	to	the	Department	of	Justice.	But	there	was	nothing	official,	there	was
nothing	from	Congress.	There	was	nothing—anything.	But	the	F.B.I.	person	really	reports
directly	to	the	president	of	the	United	States,	which	is	interesting.	You	know,	which	is
interesting.	And	I	think	we’re	going	to	have	a	great	new	F.B.I.	director.54

Power	creates	temptations,	and	that	is	true	even	for	the	smallest	increments	of
power:	the	power	of	the	building	inspector,	of	the	customs	official,	of	the	cop	at
the	traffic	stop.	It	took	a	lot	of	work	by	a	lot	of	people	over	a	long	time	to	build
even	America’s	highly	imperfect	standards	of	public	integrity.	Undoing	that
work	would	be	a	far	easier	task.	Corruption	is	the	resting	state	of	public	affairs;
integrity	a	painstaking,	unceasing	struggle	against	cultural	inertia	and	political
gravity.
Nepotism	fits	naturally	within	authoritarian	governments,	poorly	within

republics	and	democracies.	Shortly	after	entering	the	presidency	for	the	first
time,	George	Washington	laid	down	a	definitive	rule	against	it:	“I	would	not	be
in	the	remotest	degree	influenced,	in	making	nominations,	by	motives	arising
from	the	ties	of	amity	or	blood.”55	Trump	assigned	his	dubiously	competent	son-
in-law	a	chair	at	the	principals’	committee	of	the	National	Security	Council,	the
innermost	ring	of	American	power.	Among	Kushner’s	duties:	reorganizing	the
federal	government,	winning	the	war	against	ISIS,	and	negotiating	Israeli-
Palestinian	peace.	Kushner	also	took	it	upon	himself	to	attempt	to	create	a
clandestine	back	channel	to	the	Russian	leadership,	using	the	facilities	of	the
Russian	embassy	to	elude	detection	by	US	security	services.
On	President	Trump’s	visit	to	Israel	in	May	2017,	the	president	brought	Jared

Kushner	into	his	meeting	with	Prime	Minister	Benjamin	Netanyahu—leaving	his



national	security	adviser,	H.	R.	McMaster,	waiting	outside	the	door	of	his	suite
in	the	King	David	Hotel,	according	to	the	gossipy	but	usually	reliable	Kafe
Knesset	(an	account	uncontradicted	by	the	Trump	White	House).56	It	was	on
Kushner’s	advice	too	that	Trump	abruptly	reversed	his	position	on	legal	status
for	young	illegal	aliens,	without	prior	notice	to	either	the	attorney	general	or	the
White	House	chief	of	staff.
At	the	G20	summit	in	Hamburg,	Trump	invited	his	daughter	Ivanka	to	fill	his

chair	when	he	exited	the	room.	The	theory	of	American	government	is	that
official	role,	not	blood	relationship,	determines	who	does	what.	If	the	president
dies	in	office,	he	is	succeeded	by	the	vice	president,	not	the	first	lady.	There	is
no	such	role	as	“first	daughter,”	despite	Ivanka	Trump’s	sometime	use	of	that
title.	Yet	at	Hamburg,	Ivanka	posed	with	her	father	in	group	photographs	with
the	chancellor	of	Germany,	the	prime	minister	of	Canada,	and	other	leaders—
none	of	them	joined	by	spouses	or	children.57
On	the	first	day	of	his	new	administration,	President	Trump	sought	and	got

from	his	Justice	Department	an	interpretation	of	the	1967	anti-nepotism	law	that
allowed	him	to	bring	his	daughter	and	son-in-law	aboard.	It	held	that	the	1967
law	applied	only	to	members	of	“executive	agencies”—and	that	the	White
House	staff	did	not	count	as	such.	The	DOJ’s	opinion	acknowledged	that	this
permission	represented	a	new	interpretation	of	the	law,	but	it	argued	that	under
the	circumstances	innovation	was	warranted.	Was	it	not	better	to	bring	informal
advisers	into	the	government,	where	they	would	be	subject	to	conflict-of-interest
rules	and	other	federal	ethics	laws?58

The	deputy	assistant	attorney	general	who	wrote	that	opinion	soon	proved
sadly	naive	in	his	expectations.	The	Kushners	accepted	the	prestige,	power,	and
perks	of	the	White	House,	but	not	its	ethical	obligations.	It	was	just	as	Thomas
Jefferson	had	warned	after	leaving	the	presidency,	a	bookend	to	Washington’s
injunction	against	nepotism	two	decades	earlier:

Towards	acquiring	the	confidence	of	the	people	the	very	first	measure	is	to	satisfy	them	of	[the
president’s]	disinterestedness,	&	that	he	is	directing	their	affairs	with	a	single	eye	toward	their
good,	&	not	to	build	up	fortunes	for	himself	&	family:	&	especially	that	the	officers	appointed
to	transact	their	business,	are	appointed	because	they	are	the	fittest	men,	not	because	they	are
his	relations.59

The	satisfying	assurance	that	the	president	is	appointing	the	fittest	individuals
—and	not	seeking	“to	build	up	fortunes	for	himself	and	his	family”—is	precisely
what	is	most	lacking	under	Trumpocracy.



Chapter	5
Betrayals

Trump’s	former	press	secretary	Sean	Spicer	took	his	Catholicism	seriously.	So
when	the	attendance	list	for	President	Trump’s	May	2017	meeting	with	Pope
Francis	was	released,	reporters	were	startled	to	see	Spicer’s	name	missing.	First
Lady	Melania	Trump	would	attend,	as	would	Jared	Kushner	and	Ivanka	Trump.
The	secretary	of	state	would	join,	as	would	the	national	security	adviser.	Then
the	list	took	a	detour	down	the	protocol	hierarchy.	Trump’s	communications
adviser	Hope	Hicks	made	the	list.	So	did	his	bodyguard	and	factotum	Keith
Schiller.	So	did	Dan	Scavino,	Trump’s	social	media	manager,	famous	for
retweeting	alt-right	memes	(sometimes	with	a	sharp	anti-Semitic	edge).	No
Spicer.
Even	the	White	House	press	corps,	its	members	frequent	targets	of	Spicer’s

rages	and	victims	of	his	manifold	untruths,	felt	a	pang	of	sympathy	for	their
tormentor.	“That	planners	of	this	trip	couldn’t	or	wouldn’t	get	@seanspicer	into
the	Vatican	speaks	to	a	small-mindedness	I	find	incredibly	depressing,”	tweeted
the	New	York	Times’	Glenn	Thrush.1	His	colleague	Maggie	Haberman	agreed:
“This	seems	needlessly	harsh—when	else	is	Spicer	likely	to	meet	the	Pope,	and
it	mattered	to	him?”2

Anyone	who	follows	President	Trump’s	Twitter	feed	has	perceived	Trump’s
unstable	temperament:	his	self-pity,	his	tantrums,	his	blame	shifting.	The
reporters	who	cover	him	struggle	to	convey	the	ritual	humiliations	he	inflicts,	the
rancor	he	incites.	“He’s	the	meanest	man	I’ve	ever	met,”	a	reporter	who	traveled
on	the	Trump	campaign	remarked	to	me	in	the	spring	of	2017.	Trump	has
created	a	snake	pit	working	environment,	seething	with	hatreds	and	perforated



by	mutually	vindictive	leaks.	He	extracts	groveling	flattery	in	public	and	private,
but	never	requites	even	the	most	abject	loyalty.
To	work	for	Donald	Trump,	you	must	ready	yourself	to	lie	and	lie.	Remember

Trump’s	doctor	Harold	Bornstein?	In	August	2016,	Bornstein	put	his	signature
to	a	medical	assessment	that	Donald	Trump’s	health	was	“astonishingly
excellent.”	The	assessment	concluded,	“If	elected,	Mr.	Trump,	I	can	state
unequivocally,	will	be	the	healthiest	individual	ever	elected	to	the	presidency.”3

In	fact,	Donald	Trump	would	become	the	oldest	man	to	enter	the	presidency,	and
most	likely	the	third	most	obese,	after	William	Howard	Taft	and	Grover
Cleveland.
Those	who	work	for	and	with	Trump	must	accept	that	he	reserves	the	right	to

embarrass	or	denigrate	them	at	any	moment	for	any	reason,	or	for	no	reason	at
all,	just	impulsive	whim.	Here’s	one	of	dozens	of	examples,	chosen	because	it
involved	the	aide	Trump	has	praised	more	volubly	and	publicly	than	any	other,
Kellyanne	Conway.

There	is	no	den	she	will	not	go	into.	When	my	men	are	petrified	to	go	on	a	certain	network	I
say,	“Kellyanne,	will	you	go?”	Then	she	gets	on	and	she	just	destroys	them.	So	anyway,	thank
you,	baby.	Thank	you.	Thank	you.	Be	careful.4

Trump	thrust	upon	this	lavishly	praised	aide	the	duty	to	appear	on	CNN	on	the
day	of	the	firing	of	FBI	director	James	Comey	to	deny	the	obvious.	She	said,

This	has	nothing	to	do	with	Russia.	Somebody	must	be	getting	fifty	dollars	every	time
[Russia]	is	said	on	TV.	.	.	.	[This]	has	everything	to	do	with	whether	the	current	FBI	director
has	the	president’s	confidence	and	can	faithfully	execute	his	duties.5

Two	days	later,	of	course,	President	Trump	would	himself	appear	on	NBC
with	Lester	Holt	and	acknowledge	that	the	firing	was	driven	by	his	exasperation
at	Comey’s	refusal	to	exonerate	him	of	“the	Russia	thing.”

And	in	fact	when	I	decided	to	just	do	it,	I	said	to	myself,	I	said	“You	know,	this	Russia	thing
with	Trump	and	Russia	is	a	made-up	story,	it’s	an	excuse	by	the	Democrats	for	having	lost	an
election	that	they	should	have	won.”6

Conway—and	the	rest	of	the	Trump	talkers—were	abandoned	to	make	the
best	they	could	of	that,	as	of	so	many	things.	In	one	mad	Twitter	moment,
Trump	actually	formally	alerted	the	whole	country	not	to	rely	on	those	who
spoke	for	him.	“As	a	very	active	President	with	lots	of	things	happening,	it	is	not
possible	for	my	surrogates	to	stand	at	podium	with	perfect	accuracy!”7

Trump’s	vice	president,	Mike	Pence,	has	been	obliged	to	deliver	untruth	after



untruth	on	Donald	Trump’s	behalf.	On	January	15,	2017,	Pence	confronted	a
carefully	phrased	question	from	CBS’s	John	Dickerson	on	Face	the	Nation.
Dickerson	asked,	“Did	any	adviser	or	anybody	in	the	Trump	campaign	have

any	contact	with	the	Russians	who	were	trying	to	meddle	in	the	election?”
Pence	replied:

Of	course	not.	And	I	think	to	suggest	that	is	to	give	credence	to	some	of	these	bizarre	rumors
that	have	swirled	around	the	candidacy	and—the	fact	that	a	few	news	organizations,	not	this
one,	actually	trafficked	in	a	memo	that	was	produced	as	opposition	research	and	associated
that	with	intelligence	efforts	I	think	could	only	be	attributed	to	media	bias.	And	I	said	this
week	at	the	press	conference,	the	American	people	are	tired	of	it.8

At	the	time	Pence	spoke,	the	flagrant	falseness	of	those	words	was	known	to
President	Trump	himself,	to	the	president’s	son,	to	the	president’s	son-in-law,	to
the	president’s	former	campaign	manager,	and	(it	seems	likely)	to	the	president’s
newly	designated	chief	of	staff.	Yet	nobody	set	the	poor	vice	president	straight
—and	the	highly	forgiving	vice	president	seems	not	to	have	objected	at	all	to
being	left	in	the	dark	in	this	way.
During	the	Russia	inquiry,	the	country	got	to	know	Trump’s	so-called	legal

adviser	Jay	Sekulow.	Sekulow	ran	a	pair	of	nonprofit	Christian	advocacy	groups
from	which	he	directed	some	tens	of	millions	of	dollars	to	himself,	his	family,
and	their	businesses.	Between	2011	and	2015,	Sekulow	collected	$230	million	in
charitable	donations,	the	Washington	Post	reported	in	June	2017.

Through	a	complex	arrangement	involving	[the	two	charities],	$5.5	million	was	paid	directly
to	Sekulow	and	five	family	members	in	salary	or	other	compensation,	tax	records	covering
those	years	show.	Another	$7.5	million	went	to	businesses	owned	by	Sekulow	and	his	sister-
in-law	for	producing	and	consulting	on	TV,	movie	and	radio	shows,	including	his	weekday
program,	“Jay	Sekulow	Live!”	And	$21	million	went	to	a	small	law	firm	co-owned	by
Sekulow,	records	show.

These	arrangements	were	approved	by	a	board	of	directors	entirely	made	up
of	Sekulow’s	family	members,	all	of	them	paid	via	the	charities.

“It’s	more	like	a	family	business	than	a	public	charity,”	said	Daniel	Borochoff,	president	of	the
American	Institute	of	Philanthropy,	which	runs	CharityWatch.	“You	would	have	to	have	a	lot
of	trust	in	this	family	in	order	to	want	to	give	them	your	money.”9

The	most	troubling	of	all	of	Trump’s	hires,	however,	was	his	principal
national	security	adviser	during	the	campaign,	the	former	lieutenant	general
Michael	Flynn.	Books	could	and	will	be	written	about	the	tragic	arc	of	the	heroic
battlefield	commander	who	dwindled	into	shabby	dishonor	(and	perhaps	much



worse)	after	failing	at	the	capstone	job	of	his	to-then	impressive	career,	director
of	the	Defense	Intelligence	Agency.	Flynn	turned	to	extremist	anti-Muslim
ideologues,	accepted	money	from	Russian	and	Turkish	clients,	failed	to	disclose
as	the	law	required,	and	made	himself	the	face	of	some	of	the	Trump	campaign’s
mob	outbursts.	In	normal	presidential	campaigns,	the	national	security	team
keeps	well	away	from	the	more	contentious	forms	of	politicking.	Condoleezza
Rice,	for	example,	spoke	at	the	2000	Republican	convention—but	she	had	not
one	single	negative	word	to	offer	about	any	living	person.	The	closest	she
approached	to	invective	was	this:

The	first	Republican	that	I	knew	was	my	father,	John	Rice.	And	he	is	still	the	Republican	that
I	admire	most.	My	father	joined	our	party	because	the	Democrats	in	Jim	Crow	Alabama	of
1952	would	not	register	him	to	vote.	The	Republicans	did.10

Here,	by	contrast,	is	Michael	Flynn.	He	took	the	stage	at	the	Cleveland
convention	to	wild	chants	of	“Lock	her	up!	Lock	her	up!”	Flynn	repeated	the
chant,	as	he	had	so	often	done	while	campaigning	for	Trump.

That’s	right.	Lock	her	up.	That’s	right.	Lock	her	up.	I’m	going	to	tell	you	what,	it’s
unbelievable;	it’s	unbelievable.	Yes;	I	use—I	use	#neverHillary;	that’s	what	I	use.	I	have
called	on	Hillary	Clinton,	I	have	called	on	Hillary	Clinton	to	drop	out	of	the	race	because	she,
she	put	our	nation’s	security	at	extremely	high	risk	with	her	careless	use	of	a	private	email
server.

(The	crowd	resumed	chanting	“Lock	her	up!”	and	Flynn	repeated	the	phrase.)

Lock	her	up.	Lock	her	up.	You	guys	are	good.	Damn	right;	exactly	right.	There’s	nothing
wrong	with	that.

(More	chanting	of	“Lock	her	up!”)

And	you	know	why;	and	you	know	why?	You	know	why	we’re	saying	that?	We’re	saying	that
because	if	I,	a	guy	who	knows	this	business,	if	I	did	a	tenth,	a	tenth	of	what	she	did,	I	would	be
in	jail	today.	So—so,	Crooked	Hillary	Clinton,	leave	this	race	now!11

Two	months	after	that	“if	I	did	a	tenth”	comment,	Michael	Flynn	reportedly
joined	a	conversation	with	top	Turkish	ministers	to	discuss	the	kidnapping	and
forcible	removal	to	Turkey	of	a	US	permanent	resident	sought	by	the	Ankara
government	for	political	offenses.12	Flynn	surely	knew	of	the	notorious	Trump
Tower	meeting	in	June	2016	at	which	Donald	Trump	Jr.	was	offered	Russian
state	materials	“incriminating”	of	Hillary	Clinton.	As	a	former	DIA	director,
Flynn	had	to	understand	what	Donald	Jr.	would	later	claim	he	did	not	appreciate:
that	he	was	witnessing—and	being	invited	to	participate	in—a	Russian



espionage	attempt	against	the	US	political	process.	Flynn	would	later	neglect	to
disclose	his	Russia	contacts	on	the	relevant	forms,	forms	signed	under	the
penalty	of	felony.
Enabling	the	bad	people	in	the	Trump	orbit	were	the	weak	people.	As	White

House	counsel	and	as	White	House	chief	of	staff,	Trump	appointed	two	of	the
least	experienced,	least	commanding	holders	of	either	job	in	recent	history.
Counsel	Don	McGahn	learned	two	weeks	before	Inauguration	Day	that	Flynn
was	being	investigated	by	the	FBI.	He	did	not	or	could	not	stop	Flynn’s
appointment.13	Chief	of	staff	Reince	Priebus	allowed	Trump’s	favorites	to	build
self-aggrandizing	empires	of	a	kind	never	before	seen	in	the	West	Wing.	Jared
Kushner	has—and	Trump’s	former	political	adviser	Steve	Bannon	had—his	own
full-time	press	aide.	Ivanka	Trump	and	Kellyanne	Conway	each	has	her	own
“chief	of	staff.”	Bannon	even	acquired	a	perk	otherwise	awarded	only	to	the
president	and	vice	president,	his	own	personal	“body	man”	to	follow	him
wherever	he	went.	Sarah	Huckabee	Sanders	answered	a	reporter	querying	the
unprecedented	entourages	of	Bannon,	Kushner,	Conway,	and	Ivanka	Trump	as
follows:

It’s	a	great	thing	that	staffers	are	so	engaged	at	such	a	high	level	and	have	created	very
ambitious	portfolios	within	the	president’s	agenda.	We	are	shaking	things	up,	and	it’s	a	great
thing	for	which	the	results	will	ultimately	speak	for	themselves.14

Empire	building	by	subordinates	is	made	possible	by	Trump’s	disengagement
from	management,	policy,	and	lawmaking.	In	late	June	2017,	President	Trump
convened	Republican	senators	in	hopes	of	rallying	support	for	the	leadership’s
version	of	Obamacare	repeal.	According	to	an	account	of	the	meeting	published
in	the	New	York	Times:

A	senator	who	supports	the	bill	left	the	meeting	at	the	White	House	with	a	sense	that	the
president	did	not	have	a	grasp	of	some	basic	elements	of	the	Senate	plan—and	seemed
especially	confused	when	a	moderate	Republican	complained	that	opponents	of	the	bill	would
cast	it	as	a	massive	tax	break	for	the	wealthy,	according	to	an	aide	who	received	a	detailed
readout	of	the	exchange.	Mr.	Trump	said	he	planned	to	tackle	tax	reform	later,	ignoring	the
repeal’s	tax	implications,	the	staff	member	added.15

Trump	had	one	big	idea	to	gain	passage	of	the	health	care	bill:	the
intimidation	of	holdouts,	like	Nevada	senator	Dean	Heller.	Heller	ranked	as	the
most	vulnerable	of	the	Republican	senators	facing	reelection	in	2018.	He	shied
from	supporting	the	very	unpopular	Republican	bill.	Trump	threatened	to	run
seven	figures’	worth	of	attack	ads	against	Heller	if	he	did	not	yield.	McConnell
complained	to	Reince	Priebus	that	attacking	Heller	would	be	“beyond	stupid.”



As	reported	by	Glenn	Thrush	and	Jonathan	Martin	in	the	New	York	Times:

“They	didn’t	check	in	with	anybody,”	said	Josh	Holmes,	Mr.	McConnell’s	former	chief	of
staff.	“There	was	no	clearing	of	channels,	no	heads-up,	nothing.”16

In	this	instance,	Trump	relented.	But	Trump	would	return	to	attack	other
members	of	his	party	who	vexed	him.	He	fixed	all	the	blame	for	the	failure	of
Obamacare	repeal	on	Majority	Leader	Mitch	McConnell.	He	waged	Twitter
battles	with	Arizona’s	two	US	senators,	John	McCain	and	Jeff	Flake,	as	well	as
with	Tennessee’s	Bob	Corker,	chairman	of	the	Senate	Foreign	Relations
Committee,	after	each	criticized	him,	never	quite	grasping	that	their	support	was
at	least	as	essential	to	him	as	his	was	to	them.
Over	the	course	of	2017,	the	Trump	White	House	one	by	one	extruded	its	wild

men	and	gradually	assumed	something	more	like	orderliness	under	Chief	of
Staff	John	Kelly	and	National	Security	Adviser	H.	R.	McMaster.	But	even	as	the
courtiers	evolved	toward	higher	professionalism,	their	king’s	madness	raged
hotter	and	fiercer.	I	close	the	editing	of	this	book	on	the	weekend	that	President
Trump	responded	to	a	post-hurricane	humanitarian	catastrophe	on	the	US
territory	of	Puerto	Rico	by	plunging	into	hours	of	Twitter	abuse	of	the	mayor	of
San	Juan	for	not	being	nice	to	him.	“The	Mayor	of	San	Juan,	who	was	very
complimentary	only	a	few	days	ago,	has	now	been	told	by	the	Democrats	that
you	must	be	nasty	to	Trump.”17	“Such	poor	leadership	ability	by	the	Mayor	of
San	Juan,	and	others	in	Puerto	Rico,	who	are	not	able	to	get	their	workers	to
help.	They	want	everything	to	be	done	for	them	when	it	should	be	a	community
effort.	10,000	Federal	workers	now	on	Island	doing	fantastic	job.”18	“We	have
done	a	great	job	with	the	almost	impossible	situation	in	Puerto	Rico.	Outside	the
Fake	News	and	politically	motivated	ingrates,	people	are	now	starting	to	realize
the	amazing	work	that	has	been	done	by	FEMA	and	our	great	military.”19

Trump	would	not	take	advice.	He	would	not	behave	“presidentially,”	insisting
rather	that	his	behavior	was	perfect	just	as	it	was.

My	use	of	social	media	is	not	Presidential—it’s	MODERN	DAY	PRESIDENTIAL.	Make
America	Great	Again!20

After	he	nearly	lost	his	top	economic	adviser,	Gary	Cohn,	by	seeming	to
condone	Nazis	and	white	supremacists	on	the	rampage	in	Charlottesville,
Virginia,	Trump	doubled	down	at	a	rally	in	Phoenix,	Arizona:

Dishonest	people.	So	here	is—here	is	me—I	hope	they’re	showing	how
many	people	are	in	this	room,	but	they	won’t.	They	don’t	even	do



that.	The	only	time	they	show	the	crowds	is	when	there’s	a	disrupter
or	an	anarchist	in	the	room.	I	call	them	anarchists.	Because,	believe
me,	we	have	plenty	of	anarchists.	They	don’t	want	to	talk	about	the
anarchists.	.	.	.	If	you’re	reading	a	story	about	somebody,	you	don’t
know.	You	assume	it’s	honest,	because	it’s	like	the	failing	New	York
Times,	which	is	like	so	bad.	It’s	so	bad.

[Booing]

Or	the	Washington	Post,	which	[I]	call	a	lobbying	tool	for	Amazon,	OK,
that’s	a	lobbying	tool	for	Amazon.

Or	CNN,	which	is	so	bad	and	so	pathetic,	and	their	ratings	are	going
down.

[Booing]

Right?

CROWD:	CNN	sucks!	CNN	sucks!	CNN	sucks!

But	all	the	networks—I	mean,	CNN	is	really	bad,	but	ABC	this	morning
—I	don’t	watch	it	much,	but	I’m	watching	in	the	morning,	and	they
have	little	George	Stephanopoulos	talking	to	Nikki	Haley,	right?
Little	George.	And—and	he	talks	about	the	speech	I	made	last	night,
which,	believe	it	or	not,	got	great	reviews,	right?	.	.	.

But	they	also	said	that	he	must	be	a	racist	because	he	never	mentioned
the	driver	of	the	car,	who	is	a	terrible	person,	drove	the	car	and	he
killed	Heather,	and	it’s	a	terrible	thing.	But	they	said	I	didn’t	mention,
so	these	are	my	words.	“The	driver	of	the	car	is	a	murderer,	and	what
he	did	was	a	horrible,	inexcusable	thing.”	They	said	I	didn’t	mention
it.

And	then	they	asked	me,	just	to	finish	it,	they	asked	me,	what	about	race
relations	in	the	United	States?	Now	I	have	to	say	they	were	pretty	bad
under	Barack	Obama,	that	I	can	tell	you.21

(“Heather”	is	a	reference	to	Heather	Heyer,	the	young	woman	who	was	run
over	and	murdered	by	a	white	nationalist	at	the	August	2017	demonstration	in
Charlottesville;	this	was	Trump’s	only	mention	of	her	in	his	entire	Phoenix	rally
speech,	which	took	place	ten	days	after	her	death.)
As	in	his	previous	business	career,	President	Trump	reacted	explosively	to	any

attempt	to	subject	him	to	anything	like	normal	political	or	even	human	limits.



attempt	to	subject	him	to	anything	like	normal	political	or	even	human	limits.

White	House	officials	and	informal	advisers	say	the	triggers	for	his	temper	are	if	he	thinks
someone	is	lying	to	him,	if	he’s	caught	by	surprise,	if	someone	criticizes	him,	or	if	someone
stops	him	from	trying	to	do	something	or	seeks	to	control	him.

Thus	Nancy	Cook	and	Josh	Dawsey	reported	for	Politico	in	August	2017.
They	were	reporting	after	the	Charlottesville	fiasco,	a	political	crisis	aggravated
by	Trump’s	refusal	ever	to	acknowledge	error	or	change	course.

“In	some	ways,	Trump	would	rather	have	people	calling	him	racist	than	say	he	backed	down
the	minute	he	was	wrong,”	one	adviser	to	the	White	House	said	on	Wednesday	about
Charlottesville.22

It’s	for	that	reason	that	Trump	filled	his	White	House	and	administration	with
the	deferential,	even	servile.	He	appointed	his	former	personal	bodyguard	Keith
Schiller	to	direct	“Oval	Office	operations.”	On	the	campaign	trail,	Schiller	and
his	team	gained	an	ugly	reputation	for	violence	against	lawful	protesters.	In
maybe	the	most	dramatic	instance,	Schiller	snatched	a	protester’s	banner,	then
smacked	the	protester	in	the	face	after	he	tried	to	seize	it	back.23	It	was	Schiller
who	would	deliver	to	James	Comey	the	notice	of	his	termination	as	FBI	director.
Donald	Trump	entrusted	his	online	presence	to	a	former	golf	caddy,	Dan

Scavino.	It	was	Scavino	who	oversaw	the	retweeting	from	accounts	like
@WhiteGenocideTM	(located	in	“Jewmerica”)	and	the	scavenging	of	message
boards	for	images	like	that	of	Hillary	Clinton’s	face	atop	a	pile	of	money	and
alongside	a	Star	of	David	bannered	“Most	corrupt	candidate	ever!”	(The	Star	of
David	was	later	amended	to	a	circle.)
Trump	hired	a	former	manager	at	the	Trump	hotel	in	Washington,	DC,	as

chief	usher	of	the	White	House.24	He	named	Omarosa	Manigault,	a	former
contestant	on	The	Apprentice,	to	the	White	House	staff.	He	appointed	the	former
wedding	planner	of	his	son	Eric	Trump	to	oversee	federal	housing	programs	in
New	York	City,	a	post	in	which	loyalty	matters	even	more	than	usual	to	Trump,
since	his	company	collects	millions	of	dollars	of	revenue	every	year	from	that
program.25	(Interestingly,	that	program	was	the	only	one	to	be	exempted	from	the
draconian	cuts	to	housing	spending	in	Trump’s	first	budget	request.26	)
Trump	hates	criticism	and	expects	huge,	heaping	servings	of	flattery.	The

flattery	mostly	occurs	behind	closed	doors.	On	June	12,	2017,	however,	the
country	was	given	a	televised	view,	when	Trump	invited	cameras	to	record	the
opening	moments	of	a	cabinet	meeting.	Vice	President	Pence	set	the	tone:	“The
greatest	privilege	of	my	life	is	to	serve	as	vice	president	to	the	president	who’s



keeping	his	word	to	the	American	people.”	(By	that	point,	Trump	had	already
broken	his	campaign	promise	to	build	a	wall	and	have	Mexico	pay	for	it.	Two
weeks	later,	the	Carrier	furnace	plant	in	Pence’s	home	state	of	Indiana
supposedly	“saved”	by	Trump’s	efforts	would	close,	and	all	its	manufacturing
jobs	would	move	to	Mexico.27)	Chief	of	Staff	Reince	Priebus	continued,	“On
behalf	of	the	entire	senior	staff	around	you,	Mr.	President,	we	thank	you	for	the
opportunity	and	the	blessing	that	you’ve	given	us	to	serve	your	agenda.”	One	by
one,	like	members	of	the	Soviet	Politburo	addressing	Comrade	Stalin,	they	paid
their	more	or	less	fulsome	tributes.	“I	am	privileged	to	be	here—deeply	honored
—and	I	want	to	thank	you	for	your	commitment	to	the	American	workers,”	said
the	secretary	of	labor.	“It	was	a	great	honor	traveling	with	you	around	the
country	for	the	last	year	and	an	even	greater	honor	to	be	here	serving	on	your
cabinet,”	gushed	the	secretary	of	the	treasury.	“Mr.	President,	what	an	incredible
honor	it	is	to	lead	the	Department	of	Health	and	Human	Services	at	this	pivotal
time	under	your	leadership.	I	can’t	thank	you	enough	for	the	privileges	you’ve
given	me	and	the	leadership	that	you’ve	shown,”	said	the	head	of	that
department.28
A	normal	cabinet	would	balk	at	such	self-abasement.	A	normal	president

would	gag	at	it.	(President	George	W.	Bush,	for	whom	I	worked,	especially
distrusted	flattery	and	flatterers.	His	eyes	would	narrow	and	a	cynical	smile
would	form,	as	if	to	say,	“Now	I	see	what	you	are.”)	Donald	Trump	expects	and
rewards	it.	Such	behavior	is	profoundly	shameful,	and	honorable	people	will	not
do	it.	This	fact	forces	a	president	who	wishes	to	do	it	to	hire	dishonorable	people
—and	to	thrust	honorable	people	into	irretrievably	dishonorable	situations.
No	American	military	man	of	his	generation	commanded	more	universal

admiration	than	did	Lieutenant	General	H.	R.	McMaster.	A	combat	veteran	of
Iraq,	Afghanistan,	and	the	Gulf	War,	and	also	the	author	of	an	acclaimed	book
about	civilian-military	relations,	McMaster	embodied	the	high	ideal	of	the
soldier-intellectual,	a	man	who	excelled	in	both	thought	and	action.	When
President	Trump	named	McMaster	to	replace	the	Russia-compromised	Michael
Flynn	as	national	security	adviser,	the	wise	people	of	national	security	breathed
their	relief.	“An	outstanding	choice!”	exulted	Senator	John	McCain.29
In	the	spring	of	2017,	this	fine	public	servant	faced	a	serious	challenge.	He

had	consented	to	serve	a	president	elevated	to	power	in	some	considerable	part
by	clandestine	help	from	Russia,	an	unfriendly	power.	The	exact	degree	of
collusion	between	the	Trump	team	and	Russia	remained	shadowy	at	that	time;
President	Trump	had	not	yet	fired	FBI	director	James	Comey,	and	Donald
Trump	Jr.’s	“I	love	it!”	email	welcoming	Russian	help	would	not	come	into
public	view	until	July	2017.30	Yet	the	odor	of	treason	already	hung	heavy	in



April.	The	allies	worried	about	Trump’s	incessant	praise	of	Vladimir	Putin	and
about	his	campaign	statements	raising	doubts	about	America’s	NATO
obligations,	statements	seconded	by	important	campaign	surrogates	like	Newt
Gingrich,	the	former	Speaker	of	the	House.31	America’s	allies	wanted
reassurance,	and	McMaster	believed	he	had	found	the	perfect	way	to	deliver	it.
At	the	newly	built	headquarters	of	the	North	Atlantic	Treaty	Organization	in

Brussels,	a	monument	had	been	erected	to	the	spirit	of	Article	5,	the	treaty’s
mutual-defense	guarantee.	A	NATO	summit	was	scheduled	for	May	25,	2017.
There	Trump	would	personally	dedicate	the	Article	5	monument—and	reaffirm
America’s	pledge	to	defend	its	allies.
The	appropriate	words	were	written,	circulated,	revised,	and	approved,	in	a

process	overseen	by	McMaster	personally.32	The	day	before	the	speech,	a	senior
administration	official	(most	likely	McMaster	himself)	briefed	the	New	York
Times	that	Trump’s	NATO	speech	would	explicitly	endorse	Article	5.

President	Trump	is	expected	to	publicly	endorse	NATO’s	mutual	defense	commitment	at	a
ceremony	on	Thursday	at	the	alliance’s	headquarters,	an	administration	official	said,	breaking
months	of	silence	about	whether	the	United	States	would	automatically	come	to	the	aid	of	an
ally	under	attack.
Mr.	Trump	will	make	the	promise	in	Brussels	at	the	start	of	three	days	of	meetings	with

European	heads	of	state,	according	to	the	official.33

The	agreed	language	remained	in	place	as	late	as	the	morning	the	speech	was
to	be	delivered,	according	to	Susan	Glasser	of	Politico.34
Then,	at	the	last	second,	Trump	balked.	He	stood	in	front	of	the	monument.

He	read	the	speech.	He	omitted	the	pro–Article	5	language.	Why?	Ideology?
Russian	influence?	Truculent	resistance	to	the	advice	of	others	unless	swaddled
in	extravagant	flattery?	Who	knows?	Whatever	the	reason	for	the	language’s
disappearance,	it	fell	to	McMaster	to	undo	the	damage.	Standing	before	the
traveling	press	corps	in	Taormina,	Sicily,	on	May	27,	2017,	two	days	after	the
NATO	speech,	McMaster	expostulated	that	nothing	untoward	had	happened.	On
the	record	this	time,	he	said:

I	think	it’s	extraordinary	that	there	would	be	an	expectation	that	the	president	would	have	to
say	explicitly	that	he	supports	Article	5.	Of	course	he	does.	He	did	not	make	a	decision	not	to
say	it.	It	was	implicit	in	the	speech.	There	was	no	decision	to	not	put	it	in	there.	It	is	a	matter
of	fact	that	the	United	States,	the	president,	stands	firmly	behind	our	Article	5	commitments
under	NATO.35

One	of	the	most	honorable	soldiers	of	his	generation	felt	obliged	to	speak
untruths	to	protect	the	United	States’	global	interests	from	the	consequences	of
the	president’s	willfulness.



When	good	men	do	bad	things,	they	usually	have	good	motives.	McMaster,
like	many	other	national	security	experts	and	veterans,	joined	the	Trump
administration	in	the	hope	of	protecting	the	country.	Perhaps	there	was	ambition
mixed	in,	or	some	other	lesser	motive—we	are	all	human—but	they	could	fairly
assure	themselves	that	they	dealt	with	the	devil	for	the	noblest	of	reasons.
In	the	months	after	Trump’s	surprise	Electoral	College	victory,	many

conscientious	people	wrestled	with	the	question	“Should	I	take	a	job	in	the
Trump	administration?”	A	week	after	the	election,	Eliot	Cohen—an	anti-Trump
Republican	who	had	served	at	senior	levels	in	past	administrations—eloquently
advised	those	facing	this	dilemma	to	answer	yes.

It	seems	to	me	that	if	they	are	sure	that	they	would	say	yes	out	of	a	sense	of	duty	rather	than
mere	careerism;	if	they	are	realistic	in	understanding	that	in	this	enterprise	they	will	be	the
horse,	not	the	jockey;	if	they	accept	that	they	will	enter	an	administration	likely	to	be	torn	by
infighting	and	bureaucratic	skullduggery,	they	should	say	yes.	Yes,	with	two	conditions,
however:	that	they	keep	a	signed	but	undated	letter	of	resignation	in	their	desk	office	(as	I	did
when	I	was	in	government),	and	that	they	not	recant	a	word	of	what	they	have	said	thus	far.
Public	service	means	making	accommodations,	but	everyone	needs	to	understand	that	there	is
a	point	where	crossing	a	line,	even	an	arbitrary	line,	means,	as	Sir	Thomas	More	says	in	A
Man	for	All	Seasons,	letting	go	without	hope	of	ever	finding	yourself	again.
It	goes	without	saying	that	friends	in	military,	diplomatic,	or	intelligence	service—the

career	people	who	keep	our	country	strong	and	safe—should	continue	to	do	their	jobs.	If
anything,	having	professionals	serve	who	remember	that	their	oath	is	to	support	and	defend	the
Constitution—and	not	to	truckle	to	an	individual	or	his	clique—will	be	more	important	than
ever.36

Scarcely	a	week	later,	Cohen	changed	his	mind.

My	about-face	began	with	a	discreet	request	to	me	from	a	friend	in	Trumpworld	to	provide
names—unsullied	by	having	signed	the	two	anti-Trump	foreign	policy	letters—of	those	who
might	be	willing	to	serve.	My	friend	and	I	had	agreed	to	disagree	a	while	back	about	my
taking	an	uncompromising	anti-Trump	stand;	now,	he	wanted	assistance	and	I	willingly
complied.
After	an	exchange	about	a	senior	figure	who	would	not	submit	a	résumé	but	would	listen	if

contacted,	an	email	exchange	ensued	that	I	found	astonishing.	My	friend	was	seething	with
anger	directed	at	those	of	us	who	had	opposed	Donald	Trump—even	those	who	stood	ready	to
help	steer	good	people	to	an	administration	that	understandably	wanted	nothing	to	do	with	the
likes	of	me,	someone	who	had	been	out	front	in	opposing	Trump	since	the	beginning.

The	problem,	as	Cohen	now	perceived	it,	was	less	Trump	himself	than	the
“mini-Trumps”	with	whom	Trump	surrounded	himself.

One	bad	boss	can	be	endured.	A	gaggle	of	them	will	poison	all	decision-making.	They	will
turn	on	each	other.	No	band	of	brothers	this:	rather	the	permanent	campaign	as	waged	by
triumphalist	rabble-rousers	and	demagogues,	abetted	by	people	out	of	their	depth	and	unfit	for



the	jobs	they	will	hold,	gripped	by	grievance,	resentment	and	lurking	insecurity.	Their
mistakes—because	there	will	be	mistakes—will	be	exceptional.
Nemesis	pursues	and	punishes	all	administrations,	but	this	one	will	get	a	double	dose.	Until

it	can	acquire	some	measure	of	humility	about	what	it	knows,	and	a	degree	of	magnanimity	to
those	who	have	opposed	it,	it	will	smash	into	crises	and	failures.	With	the	disarray	of	its
transition	team,	in	a	way,	it	already	has.37

Deals	with	the	devil	seldom	end	as	good	bargains,	and	so	it	has	been	for	all
who	signed	the	Mephistophelean	pact	with	Donald	Trump.	Rather	than
constraining	Trump,	they	have	been,	if	not	outright	corrupted	by	him,	at	least
tainted	by	him.	McMaster’s	lie	in	Taormina	was	an	eminently	pardonable	one,
but	a	lie	it	remained.	Those	less	exquisitely	honorable	than	McMaster—and
serving	in	less	indispensable	roles—found	themselves	called	on	to	abase
themselves	much	deeper.	Trump’s	communications	director	Anthony
Scaramucci	inaugurated	his	brief	moment	in	the	national	spotlight	with	an
outburst	of	grotesque	flattery.

I’ve	seen	this	guy	throw	a	dead	spiral	through	a	tire.	I’ve	seen	him	at	Madison	Square	Garden
with	a	topcoat	on.	He’s	standing	in	the	key	and	he’s	hitting	foul	shots	and	swishing	them,
okay?	He	sinks	three-foot	putts.38

(The	official	White	House	transcript	improved	the	compliment	by	amending
“three-foot	putts”	to	“30-foot	putts.”39)
Treasury	Secretary	Steven	Mnuchin	recited	the	same	cringing	script	in	a

March	public	forum	with	Axios’s	Mike	Allen:	“This	guy’s	got	more	stamina	than
anybody	I’ve	ever	met,”	Mnuchin	said	of	Trump.	“I	mean,	I	thought	I	was	in
good	shape.	.	.	.	I	mean,	it’s	unbelievable.	He’s	constantly	doing	things.”	Asked
how	that	was	possible,	given	Trump’s	bad	diet	and	abhorrence	of	exercise,
Mnuchin	answered	perfectly	straight-faced,	“He’s	got	perfect	genes.	He	has
incredible	energy,	and	he’s	unbelievably	healthy.”40

It	was	behaviors	like	this	that	I	foresaw	when	I	delivered	my	own	answer	to
Eliot	Cohen’s	question	in	January	2017.

Good	people	can	do	the	right	thing	even	under	pressure.	But	be	aware:	The	pressure	to	do	the
wrong	thing	can	be	intense—and	the	closer	one	approaches	to	the	center	of	presidential	power
and	prestige,	the	more	intense	the	pressure	becomes.	It’s	easy	to	imagine	that	you’d	emulate
Walters	[the	IRS	director	who	refused	to	release	political	opponents’	tax	returns	to	the	Nixon
White	House]	when	reading	the	book	he	wrote	four	decades	after	the	fact.	But	in	the	moment?
In	the	Oval	Office?	Face	to	face	with	the	president	of	the	United	States?
So	maybe	the	very	first	thing	to	consider,	if	the	invitation	comes,	is	this:	How	well	do	you

know	yourself?	How	sure	are	you	that	you	indeed	would	say	no?
And	then	humbly	consider	this	second	troubling	question:	If	the	Trump	administration	were

as	convinced	as	you	are	that	you	would	do	the	right	thing—would	they	have	asked	you	in	the
first	place?41



One	thing	was	clear:	everyone	who	entered	the	Trump	administration	for
nonselfish	motives	would	sooner	or	later	find	himself	or	herself	betrayed	by	a
president	who	demanded	loyalty	in	its	most	servile	form,	but	who	never	returned
it.

Trump	equally	betrayed	those	who	had	believed	his	campaign	promises	and
election	pledges.	Isolationists	and	anti-interventionists	had	lauded	Trump	as	the
candidate	who	would	stay	clear	of	the	Syrian	Civil	War	and	wind	down
America’s	overseas	commitments.	In	the	words	of	the	venture	capitalist	Peter
Thiel,	one	of	Trump’s	few	high-profile	supporters	from	the	technology	industry:

Trump’s	agenda	is	about	making	America	a	normal	country.	A	normal	country	doesn’t	have	a
half-trillion	dollar	trade	deficit.	A	normal	country	doesn’t	fight	five	simultaneous	undeclared
wars.	In	a	normal	country,	the	government	actually	does	its	job.42

Instead,	Trump	plunged	deeper	into	the	Syria	conflict	than	Barack	Obama	had
ever	dared,	firing	cruise	missiles	at	Syrian	government	airfields	and	shooting
down	Syrian	government	aircraft.	Trump	escalated	the	tempo	of	violence	in
Yemen	and	approved	a	surge	of	additional	troops	to	Afghanistan.	Trump	mused
aloud	about	military	intervention	in	Venezuela	and	did	not	halt	the	US	military
buildup	in	Poland	and	Romania.	He	threatened	preemptive	war	upon	North
Korea	and	edged	toward	military	confrontation	against	Iran.
Tough	on	terror?	Trump	promised	to	“bomb	the	shit	out	of	[ISIS]”—and,	less

colloquially,	to	deliver	a	plan	within	thirty	days	of	taking	office	to	finish	the
terror	group	once	and	for	all.43	The	plan	was	never	presented.	Instead,	the	US
military	continues	to	execute	Obama-era	plans	against	ISIS	in	Iraq,	capturing
Mosul	on	exactly	the	timetable	Trump	had	once	derided	as	too	slow	and	“so
dumb.”44	Trump’s	distinctive	change	to	US	counterterrorism	policy	has	been	to
mock	terrorism’s	victims.	After	the	murder	of	a	French	police	officer	in	Paris	on
April	20,	2017,	Trump	chortled	on	Twitter	that	the	attack	would	likely	help	his
French	cognate,	Marine	Le	Pen.45	It	didn’t.	In	May,	Trump	got	into	a	Twitter
feud	with	Sadiq	Khan,	the	mayor	of	London,	hours	after	an	ISIS-inspired	terror
attack	that	killed	seven	and	wounded	forty-eight.46	(Some	British	observers
attribute	Labour’s	electoral	surge	in	London	in	the	2017	UK	general	election	to
Trump’s	obnoxious	comments	four	days	before	the	vote.)
Compel	allies	to	contribute	more	to	their	defense?	Days	before	the	2017	South

Korean	presidential	election,	Trump	reneged	on	his	own	deal	to	install	missile
defenses	in	the	peninsula,	demanding	an	additional	$1	billion	from	Seoul	toward
the	system’s	costs.47	He	threatened	to	rip	up	the	US–South	Korea	Free	Trade



Agreement	in	an	interview	given	only	a	week	before	the	election.	Trump’s	ill-
timed	words	helped	elect	the	more	soft-line	candidate,	who	promptly
disregarded	Trump’s	policy	and	sought	negotiated	agreements	with	North
Korea.48
Strong	advocates	for	Israel	choked	back	their	revulsion	against	the	Trump

campaign’s	appeals	to	anti-Semitism	in	order	to	support	a	candidate	who
pledged	to	move	the	US	embassy	to	Jerusalem	and	abrogate	Barack	Obama’s
Iran	deal.	Within	weeks	of	taking	office,	Trump	defaulted	on	both
commitments.49
The	most	famous	and	electorally	important	of	Trump’s	campaign	pledges	was

his	vow	to	“build	the	wall	and	make	Mexico	pay	for	it.”	There	will	be	no	wall,
and	Mexico	will	pay	for	nothing.	The	first	budget	proposed	by	the	supposed
great	builder-president	allowed	for	nothing	but	some	prototype	extensions	to
existing	fencing	near	San	Diego.	As	of	midsummer	2017,	no	work	had	begun.50
Of	all	the	Fausts	to	Trump’s	Mephistopheles,	none	paid	higher	prices—and

received	less	in	return—than	Trump’s	supposed	partisan	allies	in	Congress.
The	unexpected	2016	Electoral	College	result	offered	Republicans	an

opportunity	they	had	experienced	only	once	since	the	Great	Depression:	united
control	of	all	the	elected	branches	of	the	federal	government.	That	previous
opportunity,	many	Republicans	felt,	had	been	squandered	by	the	George
W.	Bush	administration.	The	Iraq	War	had	consumed	the	administration’s
energy	and	political	credit.	Its	most	enduring	domestic	policy	legacy	was	a
deviation	from	orthodoxy:	the	prescription	drug	benefit,	which	by	2016	was
adding	almost	$100	billion	per	year	to	the	cost	of	Medicare.	Conservatives	took
no	more	joy	in	Bush’s	signature	education	reform,	No	Child	Left	Behind.	His
temporary	tax	cuts	had	mostly	lapsed	since	2013.	In	retrospect,	the	years	before
the	loss	of	Congress	in	November	2006	looked	to	conservatives	at	best	like	a
series	of	unprincipled	improvisations,	at	worst	an	active	sellout.	Even	Jeb	Bush
felt	obliged	to	criticize	George	W.	Bush’s	record.	Asked	in	New	Hampshire	in
May	2015	about	differences	between	the	two,	the	younger	Bush	answered,	“I
think	that	in	Washington	during	my	brother’s	time,	Republicans	spent	too	much
money.	I	think	he	could	have	used	the	veto	power—he	didn’t	have	line-item	veto
power,	but	he	could	have	brought	budget	discipline	to	Washington,	DC.	That
seems	kind	of	quaint	right	now	given	the	fact	that	after	he	left,	budget	deficits
and	spending	just	like	lit	up	astronomically.	But	having	constraints	on	spending
across	the	board	during	his	time	would	have	been	a	good	thing.”51

Republicans	resolved	not	to	waste	the	opportunity	if	it	ever	recurred.	They
would	cut	taxes	and	spending,	roll	back	regulations,	undo	Obama-era	programs.
All	that	was	required	from	the	next	Republican	president,	the	antitax	crusader



Grover	Norquist	jested,	was	enough	working	digits	to	sign	their	bills	into	law.52
But	when	that	wish	was	finally	granted,	it	was	incarnated	in	the	weird	form	of

Donald	Trump.	Unlike	the	automaton	president	of	Norquist’s	dreams,	Trump
very	much	had	a	mind	of	his	own:	a	mind	uninterested	in,	and	in	fact	barely
cognizant	of,	the	hyperideological	program	of	his	party.	What	Trump	did	care
about	was	personal	wealth,	power,	and	domination.
“Paul	Ryan,	I	don’t	know	him	well,”	said	candidate	Trump	at	a	press

conference	after	his	streak	of	Super	Tuesday	wins	on	March	1,	2016,	“but	I’m
sure	I’m	going	to	get	along	great	with	him.	And	if	I	don’t,	he’s	going	to	have	to
pay	a	big	price.”53	Trump	attempted	to	exact	that	price	in	August	of	that	election
year.	Paul	Ryan	faced	a	primary	challenge	that	month	from	a	Trump	wannabe:	a
wealthy	Wisconsin	businessman	with	provocative	views	on	trade,	immigration,
and	minority	groups.	That	challenger,	Paul	Nehlen,	publicly	flattered	Trump—
even	backing	him	in	his	bizarre	dispute	with	the	family	of	the	fallen	war	hero
Humayun	Khan.	Trump	thanked	and	praised	Nehlen	for	his	“good	campaign.”
Trump	for	weeks	refused	to	endorse	Ryan,	even	mockingly	using	the	same
language	(“I’m	just	not	quite	there	yet”)	Ryan	had	previously	used	about	him.54
Trump	eventually	reversed	course,	as	it	became	evident	that	Nehlen	would	lose
(ultimately	by	a	margin	of	68	points).	Three	days	before	the	primary,	Trump
leaped	to	the	side	of	the	certain	winner.
Trump	never	did	extract	from	Ryan	the	formal	surrender	he	craved.	Yet

Trump	had	discerned	that	the	balance	of	power	between	the	two	men	favored
Trump,	not	Ryan.	Normal	presidents	arrive	in	Washington	with	an	ambitious
policy	agenda	they	seek	to	enact	through	Congress.	They	propose;	Congress
disposes.	Trump	had	no	such	agenda,	but	Republicans	in	Congress	did:	a	big,
ambitious,	and	radical	agenda.	They	wanted	to	undo	the	health	care	changes	of
the	Obama	years	and	outright	reverse	them,	to	slow	the	projected	growth	of
Medicare	and	Medicaid.	They	wanted	to	rewrite	the	corporate	tax	code,	overturn
Obama-era	rules	on	greenhouse	gases,	and	return	trillions	of	dollars	of
redistributed	income.	They	wanted	to	federalize	gun	policy,	compelling	states
like	California	and	Illinois	to	accept	within	their	own	borders	the	concealed-
carry	permits	issued	by	more	permissive	states.	They	wished	to	bestow
regulatory	favors	on	favored	industries	and	firms.
All	those	actions	and	many	others	would	require	the	signature	of	a	president

who	neither	understood	nor	cared	about	most	of	them.	What	he	needed	in	return
from	Congress	was	not	action,	but	inaction:	inaction	on	ethics,	inaction	on
disclosures,	and	above	all	inaction	on	allegations	that	Russia	manipulated	the
election	to	help	him—and	them.
We’ll	protect	your	business	if	you	sign	our	bills.	That	was	the	transaction



congressional	leaders	offered	Trump.	They	failed	to	appreciate	until	too	late	that
Trump,	not	they,	had	the	stronger	hand	in	this	bargaining.
Two	perverse	factors	strengthened	Trump	against	the	congressional

Republicans.
The	first	factor	was	the	stark	unpopularity	of	much	of	what	the	congressional

Republican	leadership	wished	to	do.	Speaker	Ryan,	a	true	believer,	would
willingly	hazard	his	political	career	to	finish	off	Obamacare	once	and	for	all.	But
Ryan	could	not	trust	Donald	Trump	to	do	the	same.	At	the	first	affront	to	his
ego,	Trump	might	defect,	as	he	did	on	debt-ceiling	negotiations	in	September
2017.	Trump	betrayed	the	Republican	demand	for	a	twelve-month	extension	in
favor	of	the	Pelosi-Schumer	offer	of	three	months’	reportedly	because	he	was
peeved	at	that	moment	with	Republican	congressional	leaders.	Or	as	when	he
reversed	his	position	on	deferred	action	for	young	illegal	aliens	reportedly	to
punish	his	attorney	general	for	failing	to	protect	him	against	the	appointment	of
a	special	counsel.	Congressional	Republicans	dared	not	impose	any	restraint	or
even	oversight	on	Trump	lest	he	wreck	all	their	plans	out	of	peevish	spite	or
simple	loss	of	interest.
The	second	unlikely	factor	enhancing	Trump’s	power	over	Congress	was

Trump’s	own	unpopularity.	In	June	2010,	the	Gallup	organization	reviewed	all
the	House	elections	since	World	War	II.	Gallup	found	that	when	a	president
polls	above	50	percent	approval,	his	party	loses	an	average	of	thirteen	seats	in
midterm	elections,	but	thirty-seven	seats	when	he	polls	below	50	percent.
(Adding	the	two	Obama	midterms	of	2010	and	2014,	losses	of	sixty-three	and
thirteen	respectively,	does	not	change	the	math.)55	With	Trump	polling	below	40
percent	through	his	first	months	in	office	and	a	margin	of	only	twenty-three
seats,	House	Republicans	had	to	assume	that	their	majority	might	not	have	long
to	last.	That	made	it	all	the	more	urgent	to	get	Trump’s	signature	on	laws	fast—
and	to	protect	Trump	from	damaging	investigations	that	might	push	his
popularity	deeper	into	the	danger	zone.	The	one	postwar	president	to	poll	below
35	percent	during	a	midterm	election—Harry	Truman	in	1946—suffered	the
staggering	loss	of	fifty-five	seats.
The	worse	Trump	behaved,	the	more	frantically	congressional	Republicans

worked	to	protect	him.
The	chairman	of	the	House	Intelligence	Committee	entangled	himself	in	a

bizarre	sequence	of	misconduct	and	untruths	in	an	effort	to	sabotage	the
investigation	of	Trump’s	Russia	connections.
Republican	leaders	in	Congress	kept	silent	when	Trump’s	designated	attorney

general,	Jeff	Sessions,	testified	inaccurately	about	his	Russia	connections	during
his	confirmation	hearing—and	silent	again	as	it	emerged	that	Trump’s	son-in-



law	and	most	powerful	aide,	Jared	Kushner,	had	lied	about	his	Russia	contacts
on	his	application	form	for	a	security	clearance.
Congressional	committees	that	exhaustively	investigated	the	deaths	of	US

personnel	at	the	Benghazi	consulate	in	2012,	and	the	Internal	Revenue	Service’s
scrutiny	of	the	tax-exempt	status	of	conservative	groups	that	strayed	too	close	to
electoral	politics,	yawned	away	the	ethical	infractions	of	the	Trump	White
House.	“I	think	the	people	who	voted	for	Donald	Trump	went	into	it	with	eyes
wide	open,”	Jason	Chaffetz,	the	chair	of	the	House	Oversight	Committee,	told
my	Atlantic	colleague	McKay	Coppins	in	March	2017.	“Everybody	knew	he	was
rich,	everybody	knew	he	had	lots	of	different	entanglements.	.	.	.	These	other
little	intrigues	about	a	wealthy	family	making	money	is	a	bit	of	a	sideshow.”56

“He’s	a	businessman,	not	a	politician,”	said	Mike	Pence	in	October	2016,
defending	Donald	Trump	after	the	New	York	Times	published	a	1995	tax	return
in	which	Trump	took	a	nearly	$1	billion	deduction	for	losing	other	people’s
money.57
“He’s	learning	the	job,”	said	Senate	Majority	Leader	McConnell	to	Newsmax

TV	in	April	2017,	assuring	viewers	that	Trump	had	come	to	appreciate	NATO—
six	weeks	before	the	NATO	summit	at	which	Trump	demonstrated	he	had	not.58
“The	president’s	new	at	this.	He’s	new	to	government.”	That	was	Paul	Ryan’s

excuse	for	Trump’s	attempt	to	pressure	the	FBI	into	halting	its	investigation	into
the	Russia	matter.59
“It	does	no	good	for	me	to	comment	on	his	Twitter	behaviors,”	said	Utah

senator	Mike	Lee	on	the	morning	of	Trump’s	“body	slam	CNN”	tweet,	a	video
originating	from	a	racist	and	anti-Semitic	account	that	showed	an	image	of
Trump	wrestling	and	punching	a	man	with	a	CNN	logo	in	place	of	a	head.60
What	did	these	party	loyalists	receive	in	return	for	their	indulgence	and

protection?	In	the	end,	not	much.	The	“enough	working	digits”	theory	of	the
presidency	proved	wrong.	Absent	effective	presidential	leadership,	Congress
could	not	organize	itself	to	enact	a	bold	reform	agenda.	House	members	from
ultra-secure	districts	could	not	agree	with	senators	from	competitive	states.
Leaders	in	the	House	and	Senate	could	not	cajole	or	coerce	straying	votes.	No
effective	communication	strategy	could	be	agreed	on,	nor	did	anyone	have	the
authority	to	absorb	feedback	from	the	communicators	and	revise	the	reform
program	in	ways	that	responded	to	criticism.	The	only	criticism	that	mattered
was	criticism	from	the	activist	base,	never	from	the	reachable	center.	As	much	as
any	crank	on	Facebook,	the	Republican	majority	in	Congress	had	locked	itself
within	a	closed	information	system.	A	party	that	listens	only	to	itself,	and	speaks
only	to	itself,	deprives	itself	of	the	power	to	persuade	anybody	else.
Yet,	whatever	sordid	things	Republicans	in	Congress	did	for	Trump,	it	was



never	enough	for	Trump’s	voting	base.	In	August	of	2017,	a	George	Washington
University	poll	asked	Republican	voters	in	Republican-held	districts	what	they
thought	of	their	member	of	Congress.	Was	he	or	she	doing	enough	to	support
President	Trump,	too	little,	or	too	much?	Only	35	percent	answered	“just
enough.”	A	majority,	53	percent,	said	“too	little.”	(A	defiant	4	percent	said	“too
much.”)61
So	the	time	ticked	down,	month	by	month,	with	scant	domestic	legislation	to

show	for	it.	Some	individual	members	of	Congress	did	receive	highly	personal
returns	for	their	indulgence	of	Trump’s	use	of	power.	Representative	Tom	Price
of	Georgia,	one	of	Congress’s	most	active	traders	of	stocks	under	the	jurisdiction
of	his	committee,	was	appointed	secretary	of	Health	and	Human	Services.	Price
resigned	in	September	2017,	after	incurring	almost	$1	million	in	charter	jet	costs
in	less	than	eight	months.	Representative	Mick	Mulvaney,	a	Tea	Party	radical
who	had	pushed	the	United	States	to	default	on	its	obligations	in	the	debt-ceiling
battles	of	2011	and	2013,	was	named	the	director	of	the	Office	of	Management
and	Budget.	The	former	Montana	congressman	Ryan	Zinke,	a	hunting
companion	of	Donald	Trump	Jr.,	got	the	Interior	Department.	Elaine	Chao,	the
wife	of	Senate	Majority	Leader	Mitch	McConnell,	returned	to	head	the	Labor
Department,	resuming	a	post	she	had	held	under	President	George	W.	Bush.
The	supply	of	such	tangible	rewards	is	finite,	however.	Appointments	of

House	members	to	executive	branch	jobs	generate	special	elections,	with	all
their	political	risks.	Although	the	GOP	retained	the	seats	opened	by	Trump’s
appointments,	it	did	so	by	worryingly	narrowing	margins:	only	four	points	in
Georgia’s	Sixth	District	special	election,	for	example,	down	from	twenty-three
points	in	the	election	of	November	2016.	This	kind	of	patronage	could	be	safely
distributed	only	to	representatives	of	the	reddest	seats	in	the	reddest	states.	It
might	seem	more	prudent	to	reward	members	of	Congress	by	promoting	their
aides	to	executive	branch	jobs.	That	method	bumped	into	another	problem:	the
slow	Trump	staffing	process.	There	are	many	explanations	for	that	slowness,	but
at	the	bottom	of	them	all	seems	to	be	Trump’s	own	profound	and	incorrigible
distaste	for	organization.
The	Trump	Organization	had	habitually	lived	in	chaos,	careening	from	crisis

to	crisis.	Trump’s	biographers	have	reported	with	amazement	that	his	companies
did	not	generate	balance	sheets	or	profit-and-loss	reports,	in	large	part	because
Trump	could	not	or	would	not	read	them.62	“It	surprised	me	how	much	of	a
family-type	operation	it	was,	instead	of	a	business	kind	of	orientation	where
there	is	a	structure	and	there	is	a	chain	of	command	and	there	is	delegation	of
authority	and	responsibility.”	That	assessment	of	Trump’s	business	style	was
delivered	in	1989	by	the	CEO	of	Trump’s	brief	and	disastrous	venture	into	the



airline	business.	“I	don’t	think	he	manages,”	said	the	head	of	a	construction
company	that	worked	on	Trump	Tower.	“I	think	he	lets	it	all	just	happen.”63

Trump	never	built	a	proper	transition	team.	New	Jersey	governor	Chris
Christie,	Vice	President	Mike	Pence,	Jared	Kushner—each	headed	his	own
effort,	each	canceling	out	the	work	of	the	others.	The	head	of	the	office	of
presidential	personnel	in	the	new	administration,	Johnny	DeStefano,	had	headed
the	data	operation	of	the	Trump	presidential	campaign.	A	former	congressional
aide,	DeStefano	had	no	executive	branch	experience,	no	experience	in	recruiting
in	either	the	private	or	public	sector,	and	limited	authority	anyway	to	make
hiring	decisions.	Trump	himself	insisted	on	reviewing	the	résumé	of	every
candidate	for	every	sub-cabinet	and	sub-sub-cabinet	job—a	process	that	held	the
entire	staffing	process	hostage	to	Trump’s	short	attention	span,	weak	work	ethic,
and	ferocious	demand	for	abject	personal	loyalty.	Yet	it	would	be	wrong	to
regard	the	irregularity	of	Trump’s	White	House	and	administration	as	a	story	of
failure.	Trump	the	president,	like	Trump	the	businessman	and	Trump	the
candidate,	plunged	his	working	environments	into	chaos	because	he	intuited	that
chaos	enhanced	his	power.	“We	can’t	do	that,	sir,	it’s	against	the	rules”	are
words	Trump	never	wanted	to	hear.
Trump	did	not	merely	fail	to	organize	his	government.	He	actively	sabotaged

organization	wherever	it	began	to	take	form.	He	let	his	former	personal	secretary
schedule	his	telephone	calls,	subverting	the	accustomed	role	of	the	White	House
chief	of	staff.64	He	staffed	his	National	Security	Council	with	sinister	oddballs.
He	mocked	the	stature	of	the	chairman	of	the	Senate	Foreign	Relations
Committee	and	questioned	the	IQ	of	the	secretary	of	state.	He	conducted	public
business	on	his	insecure	personal	cell	phone.65	He	made	political	speeches	to
agents	of	the	Central	Intelligence	Agency,	exhorted	captive	military	audiences	to
call	their	members	of	Congress	to	support	his	agenda,	and	delivered	an	address
to	the	National	Scout	Jamboree	so	vituperatively	partisan	that	the	organization
felt	obliged	to	apologize	to	attendees.66	Most	catastrophically	of	all,	he	exposed
his	hurts,	rages,	fears,	and	schemes	for	all	to	see	on	his	personal	Twitter	account.
Speaking	at	the	Conservative	Political	Action	Conference	(CPAC)	in

February	2017,	Trump’s	senior	presidential	aide	Steve	Bannon	listed	“the
deconstruction	of	the	administrative	state”	as	one	of	the	three	supreme	goals	of
the	new	administration.67	Deconstruction	would	involve	repealing	laws	and
eliminating	agencies.	This	was	the	kind	of	work	President	Carter	did	when	he
deregulated	passenger	air	travel	and	commercial	freight	traffic	in	the	1970s;	that
President	Reagan	did	when	he	freed	oil	and	natural	gas	prices	in	the	1980s;	that
President	Clinton	did—for	better	or	worse—when	he	scrapped	the	New	Deal
regulation	of	the	financial	services	industry	in	the	1990s.	It’s	hard	work,	built	on



serious	economic	analysis,	requiring	approval	by	Congress	and	support	from
public	opinion.
The	Trump	administration	settled	for	an	easier	project:	paralyzing	the	state

either	by	failing	to	staff	it	in	the	first	place	or	else	by	filling	its	ranks	with
incompetents	and	self-seekers,	by	trashing	ethical	rules,	and	by	abdicating	the
responsibility	of	the	president	and	White	House	to	set	policy	and	then	confirm
that	policy	is	in	fact	executed.
Trumpocracy	as	a	system	of	power	rests	not	on	deregulation	but	on

nonregulation,	not	on	deconstructing	the	state	but	on	breaking	the	state	in	order
to	plunder	the	state.



Chapter	6
Enemies	of	the	People

“Generally	speaking,	do	you	favor	or	oppose	permitting	the	courts	to	shut
down	media	outlets	that	are	biased	or	inaccurate—or	haven’t	you	heard	enough
yet	about	that	to	say?”
The	YouGov	polling	agency	put	that	question	on	behalf	of	the	Economist	to	a

robustly	large	sample	of	1,482	Americans	in	July	2017.	A	plurality	of
Republicans	and	Trump	supporters	endorsed	the	idea:	45	percent	of	both	said
they	favored	permitting	courts	to	shut	down	media	organizations.1
That	seems	a	pretty	extreme	result.	Yet	the	poll	was	no	freak.
In	March	2017,	Pew	Research	Center	asked,	“Is	it	very	important	in

maintaining	a	strong	democracy	in	the	United	States	to	.	.	.	”	followed	by	a	list	of
rights.	Only	49	percent	of	Republicans	defended	“the	freedom	of	news
organizations	to	criticize	political	leaders”	as	“very	important”	to	democracy,	as
opposed	to	76	percent	of	Democrats.2
A	July	Marist	poll	for	NPR-PBS	asked	a	series	of	questions	about	whether

certain	rights	had	gone	“too	far.”	Asked	about	freedom	of	the	press,	42	percent
of	Republicans	surveyed	said	yes,	versus	only	11	percent	of	Democrats.3
Donald	Trump	has	not	had	many	successes	as	president.	Convincing	his

supporters	to	regard	honest	media	as	“fake	news”	must	rank	high	among	them.
No	American	president	in	history—no	national	political	figure	of	any	kind

since	at	least	Senator	Joe	McCarthy—has	trafficked	more	in	untruths	than
Donald	Trump.	He	owed	the	start	of	his	political	career	to	the	Birther	hoax.	He
falsely	insisted	that	he	lost	the	popular	vote	only	because	of	somewhere	between
three	and	five	million	ballots	cast	by	illegal	aliens.	He	falsely	claimed	that	his



was	the	largest	inaugural	crowd	in	history.	He	repeated	false	stories	about	New
Jersey	Muslims	cheering	the	9/11	attacks.	He	recited	false	statistics	about	the
majority	of	terrorists	since	9/11	entering	the	United	States	from	foreign
countries.	He	falsely	denied	that	his	campaign	communicated	with	Russia	about
hacking	the	Hillary	Clinton	campaign.	He	falsely	boasted	that	he	enacted	more
bills	in	his	first	one	hundred	days	and	first	six	months	than	any	previous
president.	He	even	told	a	false	anecdote	about	an	imaginary	friend	named	“Jim”
who	never	visits	Paris	anymore	because	“Paris	is	no	longer	Paris.”4

And	yet	at	the	same	time	as	Donald	Trump’s	mouth	and	iPhone	were
propagating	falsehoods,	fictions,	and	fantasies	to	a	vast	global	audience,	he
convinced	himself	that	it	was	he	who	was	the	victim	of	a	vast	media	campaign
of	defamation	and	falsehood.
“Dishonest	media	says	Mexico	won’t	be	paying	for	the	wall	if	they	pay	a	little

later	so	the	wall	can	be	built	more	quickly.	Media	is	fake!”	Trump	tweeted	those
words	on	January	8,	2017.5	Three	weeks	later,	Trump	signed	an	executive	order
that	called	for	funding	the	wall	from	future	federal	budget	requests.6	When	asked
in	March	whether	there	was	any	possibility	that	Mexico	would	pay	for	the	wall,
Senate	Majority	Leader	McConnell	tersely	replied,	“Uh,	no.”7	By	June,	Trump
had	retreated	to	a	hope	that	the	hypothetical	wall	could	be	paid	for	with	revenues
from	solar	panels	on	its	surface.8

“Totally	biased	@NBCNews	went	out	of	its	way	to	say	that	the	big
announcement	from	Ford,	G.M.,	Lockheed	&	others	that	jobs	are	coming
back	.	.	.	to	the	U.S.,	but	had	nothing	to	do	with	TRUMP,	is	more	FAKE	NEWS.
Ask	top	CEO’s	of	those	companies	for	real	facts.	Came	back	because	of	me!”9

Thus	Trump	tweeted	January	18,	2017.	But	of	course	NBC	was	right.	Trump
was	taking	credit	for	decisions	by	Ford	and	GM	to	cancel	planned	expansions	in
Mexico	because	of	waning	demand	for	the	small	cars	produced	there,	the	Ford
Focus	and	the	GM	Cruz,	respectively.	There	would	be	no	“return”	of	jobs	to	the
United	States.	The	cars	were	not	wanted,	so	they	would	not	be	manufactured
anywhere.10	In	June,	Ford	would	announce	termination	of	all	North	American
production	of	the	Focus	and	the	shifting	of	all	future	Focus	production	to	China.11
Trump	tweeted	literally	dozens	of	variants	on	the	claim	that	“the	Russia	story”

was	“fake	news”	“invented	by	the	Democrats.”	Here’s	just	one,	from	February
26,	2017:	“Russia	talk	is	FAKE	NEWS	put	out	by	the	Dems,	and	played	up	by
the	media,	in	order	to	mask	the	big	election	defeat	and	the	illegal	leaks!”12	By
July,	the	“FAKE	NEWS”	had	become	real	even	to	the	Trump	Twitter	feed.	“Just
out:	The	Obama	Administration	knew	far	in	advance	of	November	8th	about
election	meddling	by	Russia.	Did	nothing	about	it.	WHY?”13



March	18:	“Despite	what	you	have	heard	from	the	FAKE	NEWS,	I	had	a
GREAT	meeting	with	German	Chancellor	Angela	Merkel.	Nevertheless,
Germany	owes.	.	.	.	.”14	Ten	days	after	that	“GREAT”	meeting,	Angela	Merkel
gave	her	famous	Munich	speech	warning	that	Europe	could	no	longer	rely	on	the
United	States	to	defend	its	interests	and	must	henceforward	take	its	future	into
its	own	hands.15
Enraged	by	negative	coverage	of	conditions	on	Puerto	Rico,	Trump	tweeted

eight	separate	fulminations	against	“fake	news”	over	the	weekend	of	September
30–October	1,	2017.
Trump’s	grandiosity	led	him	to	escalate	his	allegations	against	the	press.	They

were	not	merely	“unfair”	or	“fake”—they	were	outright	enemies.	Not	merely
personal	enemies	either.	A	president	of	the	United	States	who	gratefully
welcomed	campaign	assistance	from	a	hostile	foreign	spy	agency	denounced
America’s	free	press	as	enemies	of	the	nation.
“The	FAKE	NEWS	media	(failing	@nytimes,	@CNN,	@NBCNews	and

many	more)	is	not	my	enemy,	it	is	the	enemy	of	the	American	people.	Sick!”16

President	Trump	tweeted	those	words	on	February	17,	2017.
He	repeated	the	phrase	in	his	February	2017	speech	to	CPAC.	“A	few	days

ago	I	called	the	fake	news	the	enemy	of	the	people,	and	they	are—they	are	the
enemy	of	the	people.”	He	threatened,	“We’re	going	to	do	something	about	it.”17

Trump	fired	off	tweet	after	tweet	intimating	retaliation	against	Amazon	to
punish	its	founder,	Jeff	Bezos,	for	his	investment	in	the	Washington	Post.	Trump
knocked	$9	billion	off	Amazon’s	stock	valuation	on	August	16,	2017,	with	this
tweet:

Amazon	is	doing	great	damage	to	tax	paying	retailers.	Towns,	cities	and	states
throughout	the	U.S.	are	being	hurt—many	jobs	being	lost!18

Against	the	even	more	hated	CNN,	Trump’s	staffers	plotted	a	yet	larger-scale
revenge.	Michael	Grynbaum	reported	for	the	New	York	Times	in	July	2017:

White	House	advisers	have	discussed	a	potential	point	of	leverage	over	their	adversary,	a
senior	administration	official	said:	a	pending	merger	between	CNN’s	parent	company,	Time
Warner,	and	AT&T.	Mr.	Trump’s	Justice	Department	will	decide	whether	to	approve	the
merger,	and	while	analysts	say	there	is	little	to	stop	the	deal	from	moving	forward,	the
president’s	animus	toward	CNN	remains	a	wild	card.19

Threats	were	the	habitual	and	natural	language	of	Trump’s	staffers	too.	In	a
postinaugural	interview	on	Meet	the	Press,	Trump’s	aide	Kellyanne	Conway
warned	Chuck	Todd	that	unwelcome	questioning	would	provoke	some
unspecified	reprisal.



CHUCK	TODD:	All	right,	Kellyanne,	let	me	stop	you	here	because	.	.	.	you
make	a	very	reasonable	and	rational	case	for	why	crowd	sizes	don’t
matter.	Then	explain,	you	did	not	answer	the	question,	why	did	the
president	send	out	his	press	secretary,	who’s	not	just	the	spokesperson
for	Donald	Trump.	He	could	be—He	also	serves	as	the	spokesperson
for	all	of	America	at	times.	He	speaks	for	all	of	the	country	at	times.
Why	put	him	out	there	for	the	very	first	time	in	front	of	that	podium	to
utter	a	provable	falsehood?	It’s	a	small	thing.	But	the	first	time	he
confronts	the	public	it’s	a	falsehood?

KELLYANNE	CONWAY:	Chuck,	I	mean,	if	we’re	going	to	keep	referring	to
our	press	secretary	in	those	types	of	terms	I	think	that	we’re	going	to
have	to	rethink	our	relationship	here.20

Yet	if	Trump	and	his	aides	pondered	more	carefully,	they	might	have	realized
that	there	was	no	need	for	retaliation.	Much	as	Donald	Trump	would	have
enjoyed	a	world	in	which	all	media	were	reduced	to	the	sycophancy	of	Fox	&
Friends	and	Hannity,	the	tactical	lobe	of	Trump’s	brain	surely	recognized	the
superior	usefulness	of	the	media	as	an	enemy.
In	the	early	days	of	the	Trump	transition,	Nic	Dawes,	a	journalist	who	has

worked	in	two	authoritarian-trending	countries,	India	and	South	Africa,
delivered	a	warning	to	the	American	media	about	what	to	expect	from	a	figure
like	Trump.	“Get	used	to	being	stigmatized	as	‘opposition,’”	he	wrote.	“The
basic	idea	is	simple:	to	delegitimize	accountability	journalism	by	framing	it	as
partisan.”21

Donald	Trump	is	often	praised	for	“not	speaking	like	a	politician.”	What	that
means	in	practice	is	that	Trump	never	equivocates.	Peter	Bull,	a	specialist	in
political	communication,	has	rightly	observed:

We	all	equivocate	in	certain	situations	but	politicians	are	particularly	prone	to	it.	That’s	not
necessarily	because	they	are	devious,	slippery	or	evasive,	but	because	conflict	is	endemic	to
politics,	and	politicians	get	asked	a	lot	of	questions	that	cause	communicative	conflicts.	These
conflicts	occur	especially	when	all	the	main	forms	of	response	may	make	the	politician	look
bad	or	threaten	their	future	freedom	of	action.22

To	be	unequivocal,	however,	is	not	the	same	as	to	be	honest.	Politicians
equivocate	precisely	to	avoid	lying.	Trump	lies	without	qualm	or	remorse.	If
necessary,	he	then	lies	about	the	lie.	(The	Hillary	Clinton	campaign	made	a
powerful	online	ad	that	contrasted	repeated	instances	of	Trump	insisting,	“I
never	said	that”	followed	immediately	by	a	clip	of	him	saying	precisely	that



thing.23)	But	whatever	Trump	says,	he	says	without	qualification,	deceiving	the
inattentive	into	regarding	him	as	a	truthful	man,	rather	than	the	most	shameless
liar	in	the	history	of	the	presidency.
The	Russia-born	journalist	Masha	Gessen	has	astutely	noted	the	commonality

of	the	dishonesty	of	Donald	Trump	and	the	man	he	admires	so	much,	Vladimir
Putin.	“Lying	is	the	message,”	she	wrote.	“It’s	not	just	that	both	Putin	and	Trump
lie,	it	is	that	they	lie	in	the	same	way	and	for	the	same	purpose:	blatantly,	to
assert	power	over	truth	itself.”24

The	normal	politician	calculates	that	lying	is	counterproductive	over	the	long
term.	Lie	too	often,	and	you	develop	a	reputation	as	a	liar.	Donald	Trump	gained
just	such	a	reputation	in	his	pre-political	career.	“I	wouldn’t	believe	Donald
Trump	if	his	tongue	were	notarized,”	said	a	deputy	mayor	of	New	York.
Innumerable	investors,	lenders,	customers,	and	graduates	of	Trump	University
would	say	the	same.	In	national	politics,	however,	Trump	benefited	from	the
hesitation	of	reporters	and	journalists	to	call	a	lie	for	what	it	is.	In	a	CNN
interview	in	September	2016,	Kellyanne	Conway	shut	down	a	searching	inquiry
about	Trump’s	tax	returns	by	Alisyn	Camerota	with	the	taunting	challenge,	“Are
you	calling	him	a	liar?”25	Trump’s	explanations	for	not	releasing	his	returns	were
indeed	blatant	and	untenable	lies.	But	to	say	so	outright	on	TV?	It	violated	every
instinct	in	a	responsible	and	fair-minded	TV	interviewer’s	being.
Sometimes	lying	is	unavoidable	in	government.	During	the	Cuban	missile

crisis,	the	Pentagon’s	chief	spokesman,	Arthur	Sylvester,	said	things	that	were
later	exposed	as	untrue.	Summoned	before	a	congressional	committee	to	explain
himself	(in	those	bygone	days,	official	lying	was	thought	to	require
congressional	action!),	Sylvester	replied	that	a	government	had	the	“right,	if
necessary,	to	lie	to	save	itself	when	it’s	up	into	a	nuclear	war.”26	Responding	to
the	criticism	those	words	touched	off,	Sylvester	later	elaborated	what	he	meant:

As	the	Defense	Department’s	spokesman	I	espoused	the	thesis	that	the	indisputable	requisite
of	a	government	information	program	was	that	it	be	truthful.	But	I	also	stated	that	on
occasions	(such	as	the	Cuban	missile	crisis)	when	the	nation’s	security	was	at	stake,	the
Government	had	the	right,	indeed	the	duty,	to	lie	if	necessary	to	mislead	an	enemy	and	protect
the	people	it	represented.27

Whatever	you	may	think	of	Sylvester’s	position,	it	has	nothing	in	common
with	Donald	Trump’s.	Trump’s	lies	were	never	deployed	for	national	security
purposes—or	often	for	any	public	purpose	at	all.	They	were	deployed	to	soothe
his	ego	and	protect	him	from	his	own	incessant	wrongdoing.
A	CNN	analysis	released	on	June	29,	2017,	counted	770	presidential	tweets

since	Inauguration	Day.	Twenty-seven	tweets	mentioned	veterans,	his	third	most



common	subject.	The	runner-up	subject,	“jobs,”	was	mentioned	sixty-seven
times.	Far	in	first	place:	attacks	on	the	press,	eighty-five	tweets.28	Negative	media
coverage	became	a	powerful	resource	for	Trump—in	fact,	his	only	resource,	as
actual	accomplishments	eluded	him.	By	inflaming	antipress	feeling,	Trump
could	wall	his	supporters	within	an	alternative	information	system	controlled	by
him.
Evidence	of	the	Trump	campaign’s	collusion	with	Russia	could	not	be	refuted

or	suppressed.	But	Trump’s	supporters	could	be	manipulated	into	disregarding	it.
As	of	July	2017,	only	9	percent	of	Republicans	accepted	the	unanimous
assessment	of	US	intelligence	agencies—including	Trump’s	own	appointees—
that	Russia	intervened	in	the	2016	election	to	help	Trump.29	One-third	of
Republicans	refused	to	believe	the	uncontested	fact,	acknowledged	(if	condoned)
by	Trump	himself,	that	Donald	Trump	Jr.	had	met	with	Russian	agents	to	seek
information	harmful	to	Hillary	Clinton.30
Supporters	could	be	fed	“alternative	facts”	and	extenuating	excuses.	Did

Trump	falsely	imply	that	he	had	“tapes”	of	his	conversations	with	FBI	director
James	Comey?	“That	was	a	smart	way	to	make	sure	[Comey]	stayed	honest	in
those	hearings,”	gushed	Fox	&	Friends’	cohost	Ainsley	Earhardt.31	Had	Trump
improperly	demanded	that	the	FBI	director	pledge	personal	loyalty	to	him?	“If
you’re	a	CEO	or	a	leader,	that’s	what	you	want	your	team	to	be,	a	bunch	of
people	who	are	loyal	to	the	team,”	explained	Fox	&	Friends’	lead	host,	Steve
Doocy.32	As	noted	in	chapter	2,	Trump	falsely	claimed	that	the	MSNBC	morning
host	Mika	Brzezinski	had	paid	court	to	him	at	Mar-a-Lago	bleeding	from	a	face-
lift.	Sean	Hannity	justified	Trump’s	harshly	personal	untruth.	“The	destroy-
Trump	media—they’re	a	bunch	of	crybaby	whiners.	They	can’t	handle	return
fire.	Oh,	it	only	goes	in	one	direction	in	their	world.”33

Trump	and	his	supporters	hoped	to	drive	independent	media	out	of	business
altogether.	As	early	as	November	2016,	Sean	Hannity	demanded	on	Twitter	that
the	Trump	administration	refuse	to	engage	any	independent	media	organizations.
“If	I	were	@realDonaldTrump	NO	ACCESS!”34	Former	House	Speaker	Newt
Gingrich	exceeded	Hannity,	urging	President	Trump	to	bar	CNN	and	other
independent	media	organizations	from	entering	the	White	House	briefing	room.35
Press	Secretary	Sean	Spicer	would	experiment	in	February	2017	with	Hannity’s
and	Gingrich’s	advice,	by	punitively	barring	the	New	York	Times,	CNN,	and	the
BBC	from	a	briefing	open	to	their	competitors.36
Trump’s	attacks	on	the	media	ventured	beyond	criticism	to	outright	incitement

of	violence.	His	campaign	rallies	triggered	furious	audience	outbursts	at
members	of	the	media—and	the	strategic	mobilization	of	antimedia	rage	defined
the	Trump	presidency	as	well.	“I	really	think	they	don’t	like	our	country.	I	really



believe	that,”	Trump	said	of	journalists	at	an	August	22,	2017,	rally	in	Phoenix,
Arizona.37	His	supporters	responded	exactly	as	Trump	hoped	and	anticipated	they
would.	Mark	Landler	and	Maggie	Haberman	reported	for	the	New	York	Times:

Pointing	repeatedly	to	the	cameras	in	the	middle	of	a	cavernous	convention	center,	Mr.	Trump
whipped	the	crowd	into	fevered	chants	of	“CNN	Sucks.”	Members	of	the	audience	shouted
epithets	at	reporters,	some	demanding	that	the	news	media	stop	tormenting	the	president	with
questions	about	his	ties	to	Russia.38

Verbal	violence	can	turn	real.	When	it	did	so,	Trump	supporters	loudly
cheered.	In	the	final	hours	of	the	May	26,	2017,	special	election	for	Montana’s
single	congressional	seat,	the	Republican	candidate,	Greg	Gianforte,	was	asked	a
question	he	did	not	like	by	a	reporter,	Ben	Jacobs	of	the	Guardian.	Gianforte,	a
large	man,	body-slammed	Jacobs	and	then	punched	him.	Gianforte’s	campaign
spokesperson	immediately	issued	a	statement	blaming	Jacobs	for	initiating	the
confrontation.	Within	hours,	audio	and	videotape	of	the	encounter—including	a
police	recording	of	the	ambulance	call—contradicted	that	statement.39	Gianforte
was	charged	with	assault.	Three	Montana	newspapers	that	had	endorsed	him
withdrew	their	support.	And	then	.	.	.
Then	the	conservative	world	rallied	to	condone	Gianforte’s	entirely

unprovoked	violence.	A	local	Fox	news	team	had	witnessed	the	attack	and
provided	crucial	corroboration	of	Jacobs’s	version	of	events.	Its	members	were
never	invited	onto	Fox’s	national	programs	to	tell	their	story.	Instead,	a	Fox
panel	cheered	Gianforte	and	jeered	Jacobs.	From	Fox	News’	Specialists
program,	May	25,	2017:

GUEST	1:	What	happened	there	in	Montana,	apparently	the	snowflake
reporter	invaded	Gianforte’s	safe	space.	We	have	a	saying	up	there,
“You	mess	around,	you	mess	around,	you	might	not	be	around.”

GUEST	2:	This	guy	was	not	a	reporter	looking	for	a	fair	story.	He	was
obviously	doing	a	takedown	on	him.	And	this	guy	got	his	back	up—
he	got	a	little	bit	of	Montana	justice.40

That	same	day,	the	radio	host	Rush	Limbaugh	added	his	own	endorsement	of
“Montana	justice.”	(The	reference	to	Limbaugh’s	laughing	is	from	the	Limbaugh
program’s	own	transcript	of	the	monologue.)

Ladies	and	gentlemen,	I	must	do	something.	I	must	join	the	chorus	of	people	condemning
what	happened	out	there.	This	manly,	obviously	studly	Republican	candidate	in	Montana	took
the	occasion	to	beat	up	a	pajama-clad	journalist,	a	Pajama	Boy	journalist	out	there.



The	story	is	he	grabbed	his	neck	and	threw	the	guy	to	the	ground	because	the	journalist	was
being	insolent	and	disrespectful	and	whiny	and	moany	and	accusatory.	And	the	manly,	studly
Republican	simply	didn’t	realize	that	on	the	big	stage	you	can’t	do	this	kind	of	stuff	and
kicked	the	guy’s	ass	to	the	ground.	This	cannot	be	accepted.	This	must	be	condemned.	I
wonder	how	many	people	in	Montana	are	now	gonna	vote	for	the	guy,	though?	[Laughing]41

Limbaugh	was	not	wrong	that	many	conservatives	liked	Gianforte	better	after
the	assault	than	they	did	before.	In	the	twenty-four	hours	after	the	attack,	on	the
actual	election	day	in	Montana,	Gianforte	received	$116,000	in	donations—
more	than	his	total	in	the	previous	week.	The	haul	was	even	more	startling	since
election-day	donations	are	by	definition	useless	to	influence	the	outcome	of	the
vote.42	The	proceeds	of	Gianforte’s	attack	were	so	lucrative	that	two	days	later
the	National	Republican	Campaign	Committee	used	Gianforte’s	name	and
signature	in	a	mass-mailing	to	fund-raise	for	the	Republican	candidate	in	a
special	election	in	Georgia’s	Sixth	District.	“I	know	with	your	support,	[name],
we	can	defeat	Pelosi	and	the	liberals	in	Georgia	and	the	remaining	special
election.	Can	I	count	on	you	to	continue	your	support	before	the	last	crucial	FEC
deadline	before	Georgia	and	the	other	special	elections?”43

Gianforte’s	violence	against	a	member	of	the	press	had	become	a	monetizable
asset.

The	term	“fake	news”	entered	common	speech	to	describe	a	very	real
phenomenon:	manufactured	disinformation	then	disseminated	by	click-
maximizing	hucksters,	racist	trolls,	and	foreign	intelligence	agencies	to
susceptible	users	of	social	media.	As	discussed	in	chapter	3,	the	most	trafficked
of	these	stories	was	the	claim	that	the	pope	had	endorsed	Donald	Trump.
Prominent	others:	that	Hillary	Clinton	was	suffering	from	Parkinson’s	disease;
that	her	aides	were	running	a	pedophile	sex	ring	out	of	a	pizzeria	in	northwest
Washington,	DC;	that	she	was	somehow	responsible	for	the	murder	of	a
Democratic	staffer	victimized	by	an	attempted	robbery.
This	kind	of	fake	news	was	often	concocted	and	then	propagated	with	help

from	Russia’s	huge	social	media	disinformation	infrastructure.	Adrian	Chen
offered	a	close-up	view	of	this	infrastructure	in	the	New	York	Times	Magazine	in
June	2015,	well	before	anybody	imagined	how	it	could	sway	American	politics:

One	Russian	newspaper	put	the	number	of	employees	at	400,	with	a	budget	of	at	least	20
million	rubles	(roughly	$400,000)	a	month	.	.	.	creating	content	for	every	popular	social
network:	LiveJournal,	which	remains	popular	in	Russia;	VKontakte,	Russia’s	homegrown
version	of	Facebook;	Facebook;	Twitter;	Instagram;	and	the	comment	sections	of	Russian
news	outlets.	One	employee	estimated	the	operation	filled	40	rooms.

Chen	described	the	artistry	behind	the	highest-priority	trolling:



Chen	described	the	artistry	behind	the	highest-priority	trolling:

While	other	workers	churned	out	blandly	pro-Kremlin	comments,	[this]	department	created
appealing	online	characters	who	were	supposed	to	stand	out	from	the	horde.	[Chen’s	source]
posed	as	three	of	these	creations,	running	a	blog	for	each	one	on	LiveJournal.	One	alter	ego
was	a	fortuneteller	named	Cantadora.	The	spirit	world	offered	Cantadora	insight	into
relationships,	weight	loss,	feng	shui—and,	occasionally,	geopolitics.	Energies	she	discerned	in
the	universe	invariably	showed	that	its	arc	bent	toward	Russia.	She	foretold	glory	for	Vladimir
Putin,	defeat	for	Barack	Obama	and	Petro	Poroshenko.	The	point	was	to	weave	propaganda
seamlessly	into	what	appeared	to	be	the	nonpolitical	musings	of	an	everyday	person.44

This	industrial	disinformation	project	would	exert	its	power	for	Donald	Trump
in	2016.	Massimo	Calabresi	reported	for	Time	on	how	it	was	done:

In	one	case	last	year,	senior	intelligence	officials	tell	TIME,	a	Russian	soldier	based	in
Ukraine	successfully	infiltrated	a	U.S.	social	media	group	by	pretending	to	be	a	42-year-old
American	housewife	and	weighing	in	on	political	debates	with	specially	tailored	messages.	In
another	case,	officials	say,	Russia	created	a	fake	Facebook	account	to	spread	stories	on
political	issues	like	refugee	resettlement	to	targeted	reporters	they	believed	were	susceptible	to
influence.	.	.	.
Moscow’s	agents	bought	ads	on	Facebook	to	target	specific	populations	with	propaganda.

“They	buy	the	ads,	where	it	says	sponsored	by—they	do	that	just	as	much	as	anybody	else
does,”	says	the	senior	intelligence	official.45

Facebook	has	since	confirmed	that	Russian	customers	did	indeed	purchase	at
least	$100,000	of	advertising	on	its	site,	which	was	seen	by	at	least	ten	million
people	in	carefully	targeted	states	and	districts.	Altogether,	Russian	messages
reached	126	million	Facebook	users.
The	2016	presidential	campaign	introduced	Americans	to	fake	news	as	a	tool

of	power.	A	term	that	had	originated	to	describe	intentional	lying	was	redefined
by	Trump	to	dismiss	honest	reporting.
Trump	deployed	the	term	as	a	weapon	against	everything	from	errors	made	in

good	faith	and	promptly	corrected	(like	a	mistaken	report	that	a	bust	of	Martin
Luther	King	Jr.	had	been	removed	from	the	Oval	Office)46	to	the	most
meticulously	documented	truths.	Trump’s	aide	Sebastian	Gorka	called	it	“fake
news”	to	describe	the	Muslim	travel	ban	as	a	travel	ban	even	after	President
Trump	himself	had	resumed	using	the	term.47	Sean	Hannity	blamed	CNN	for
staging	a	“fake	news”	incident	even	as	he	acknowledged	that	the	incident	was	a
hoax	and	CNN	was	blameless.48	Increasingly,	Trump’s	supporters	use	“fake
news”	as	an	epithet	to	mean	any	reporting	not	wholly	subservient	to	pro-Trump
messaging.
Trump’s	press	spokeswoman	Sarah	Huckabee	Sanders	said	on	June	27,	2017,

“I	think	it’s	the	constant	barrage	of	fake	news	that	is	directed	at	this	president,



probably,	that	has	garnered	a	lot	of	his	frustration.”	In	the	very	next	sentence	she
promoted	the	latest	release	by	a	notorious	producer	of	fraudulently	edited
polemical	videos:	“There’s	a	video	circulating	now—whether	it’s	accurate	or
not,	I	don’t	know—but	I	would	encourage	everyone	in	this	room	and,	frankly,
everybody	across	the	country	to	take	a	look	at	it.”49	To	shift	in	under	a	minute
from	denouncing	as	“fake”	news	that	is	true,	and	then	to	promoting	as	true
“news”	that	is	fake—well,	there	is	the	Trump	White	House,	captured	and
revealed.
Russian-originated	fake	news	is	not	a	uniquely	American	problem.	Centrist

leaders	across	the	continent	of	Europe	have	been	beset	by	it.	One	striking
example	was	deployed	in	the	2017	French	presidential	election.	The	Moscow-
disliked	candidate	Emmanuel	Macron	had	taken	part	in	a	campaign	event	that
featured	him	skillfully	gutting	an	eel—obviously	an	important	credential	for	any
would-be	president	of	France.	Eel	gutting	is	messy	work,	and	so	after	the	job
was	completed,	Macron	washed	himself	before	shaking	hands	with	local	voters.
Somebody	edited	the	eel-gutting	video	to	create	the	false	impression	that
Macron	had	washed	his	hands	in	snobbish	disgust	after	shaking	hands	with
working-class	voters.	The	doctored	news	was	then	spread	by	pro-Putin	and	pro–
Le	Pen	French-language	sites.50
Days	before	the	French	vote,	hackers	dumped	a	ten-gigabyte	trove	of	emails

stolen	from	the	Macron	campaign.	A	Trump-friendly	social	media	troll	named
Jack	Posobiec	somehow	got	advance	notice	of	the	impending	dump.	(Posobiec
—then	affiliated	with	Canada’s	Rebel	Media—was	issued	White	House	press
credentials	in	April	2017.)	According	to	security	experts	quoted	by	Dustin	Volz
of	Reuters,	Posobiec	was	the	very	first	person	to	use	the	hashtag
#MacronLeaks.51
Yet	even	this	kind	of	non-US	fakery	doubled	back	on	the	Trump

administration.	Emilio	Ferrara	of	the	University	of	Southern	California	observed
the	overlap	between	pro-Trump	and	anti-Macron	social	media	accounts.	In	an
academic	paper	reported	by	Jordan	Pearson	for	Vice	Media,	Ferrara	concluded:
“Of	the	nearly	100,000	users	in	the	sample	who	participated	in	the	MacronLeaks
discussion	on	Twitter,	18,000	were	bots,”	many	of	which	had	previously	tweeted
anti-Clinton	materials	in	2016.	Ferrara	speculated	that	perhaps	there	existed	a
black	market	for	bot	accounts,	but	it’s	surely	at	least	equally	plausible	that	the
relationship	is	political	rather	than	monetary.52
You	can	expect	to	see	more	and	worse	of	this	stuff	in	future	elections.

Technology	already	exists—and	will	soon	be	commercialized—that	will	enable
Internet	trolls	to	create	fake	video	clips	of	politicians	and	celebrities	that	will
look	and	sound	exactly	like	the	impersonated	original.	Meanwhile,	the	line



between	fake-news	trolling	and	ordinary	right-of-center	journalism	is	blurring.
The	fake-news	troll	Mike	Cernovich—a	propagator	of	the	hoax	that	people

associated	with	the	Clinton	campaign	were	running	a	pedophile	sex	ring	out	of	a
Northwest	DC	pizzeria—not	only	got	access	to	the	White	House	press	briefing
room,	but	began	regularly	receiving	White	House	tips	and	leaks.	It	was	to
Cernovich	that	Trump	officials	leaked	their	complaint	that	Obama’s	former
national	security	adviser	Susan	Rice	had	“unmasked”	their	Russian	ties.53	The
trolls	at	Gateway	Pundit,	who	had	assiduously	promoted	Russian-invented
disinformation	about	the	supposed	detention	of	1,500	US	service	personnel	at
Turkey’s	Incirlik	Air	Base,	among	many	other	fantasies,	were	accredited	to	the
White	House	press	corps	by	the	Trump	administration	in	February	2017.54
On	the	other	side	of	the	podium,	disregard	for	truth	amounted	to	a	positive	job

qualification	in	the	Trump	White	House.	Sarah	Huckabee	Sanders’s	mulish
denials,	Sean	Spicer’s	guilty	squirming,	Kellyanne	Conway’s	brazen	non
sequiturs,	made	TV	celebrities	of	each.	But	outright	lying	is	a	high-risk	media
strategy.	Among	the	things	that	made	the	early	Trump	White	House	press
briefings	such	fascinating	viewing	was	the	ever	more	open	disdain	of	the
assembled	journalists	for	Sean	Spicer,	and	the	ever	tarter	sarcasm	of	their
follow-up	questions.	Rather	than	contest	this	battle,	the	Trump	administration
increasingly	avoided	it.	White	House	press	briefings	were	taken	off	camera,	then
closed	even	to	recording	devices,	then	cut	to	less	than	a	quarter	of	an	hour.
Secretary	of	State	Rex	Tillerson	refused	to	allow	journalists	to	travel	with	him,
creating	an	absurd	situation	in	which	the	American	public	often	learned	about
the	actions	of	the	secretary	of	state	from	the	controlled	media	of	foreign
authoritarian	governments.55
The	avoidance	strategy,	however,	also	had	its	limits.	It	is	not	as	if	the	press

vanishes	when	an	administration	declines	to	speak.	The	press	continues	to	ask—
and	sooner	or	later	somebody	will	answer.	The	Trump	administration,	among	the
least	intentionally	communicative	presidential	administrations	in	history,	also
quickly	proved	the	leakiest.	An	AP	report	of	May	13,	2017,	wonderfully
conveyed	the	irony:

Trump	is	said	to	be	seething	over	the	flood	of	leaks	pouring	out	of	the	White	House	and	into
news	reports.	He’s	viewed	even	senior	advisers	suspiciously,	including	Bannon	and	Priebus,
when	stories	about	internal	White	House	drama	land	in	the	press.	A	dozen	White	House
officials	and	others	close	to	Trump	detailed	the	president’s	decision-making	and	his	mood	on
the	condition	of	anonymity	in	order	to	discuss	private	conversations	and	deliberations.56

All	presidents	chafe	against	their	press	coverage.	Donald	Trump	actually	has
less	to	complain	about	than	almost	any	of	his	predecessors.	No	president—not



Barack	Obama,	not	John	F.	Kennedy—has	benefited	more	from	slavish	and
sycophantic	coverage	from	the	media	organizations	that	influence	his	supporters
the	most:	Fox	News,	Breitbart,	Newsmax,	and	the	English-language	propaganda
outlets	of	the	Russian	state,	Sputnik	and	RT.	It	often	seems	that,	like	Stalin’s
cabinet	ministers,	Fox	News’	hosts	compete	to	offer	the	most	abject	flattery	to	a
president	who	watches	more	TV	than	any	other	in	history.
Even	with	more	independent-minded	media,	Trump	got	better	coverage	than

he	might	have	expected.	The	practices	and	taboos	of	traditional	media	forbade
them	to	report	on	many	things	discreditable	to	Trump	but	deemed	by	them	not	of
legitimate	public	interest.	Much	that	might	have	been	embarrassing	in	Trump’s
personal	and	family	life	went	unreported	for	these	reasons.
The	traditional	media’s	commitment	to	“both	sides	of	the	story”	created

within	them	an	insatiable	internal	demand	for	positive	comments	about	a
president	about	whom	there	was	otherwise	so	little	good	to	say.	On	cable	and	on
prestigious	op-ed	pages,	nothing	was	a	surer	path	to	prominence	than	devising
some—any!—praise	or	defense	of	Trump.	Hence	the	desperate	hunt	by	CNN	for
pro-Trump	talking	heads;	hence	the	weird	participation	trophies	that	even
Trump-skeptical	commentators	awarded	the	president	when	and	if	he	behaved	in
a	relatively	normal	way	for	a	few	consecutive	hours.
“This	was	presidential,	this	was	big-league	stuff,”	said	CNN’s	David	Gergen

after	Donald	Trump’s	first	face-to-face	meeting	as	president	with	Vladimir
Putin.57	“He	became	president	of	the	United	States	in	that	moment,	period.	There
are	a	lot	of	people	who	have	reason	to	be	fearful	of	him,	to	be	mad	at	him.	But
that	was	one	of	the	most	extraordinary	moments	you	have	ever	seen	in	American
politics,”	said	CNN’s	Van	Jones	after	Trump	paid	tribute	to	the	widow	of	a
Navy	SEAL	in	his	first	speech	to	a	joint	session	of	Congress.58
President	Trump,	however,	did	not	notice	or	appreciate	this	bias	in	his	favor.

He	raved	and	raged	and	seethed	in	self-pity.	His	claque	at	Fox	and	on	talk	radio
agreed	with	and	amplified	him.
The	United	States	used	to	champion	rights	and	liberties	around	the	world.	In

his	July	2017	trip	to	Warsaw,	however,	Donald	Trump	stood	side	by	side	with
Polish	president	Andrzej	Duda	and	joined	him	in	a	joint	attack	on	press	freedom.
Trump	opened	with	an	attack	on	CNN	and	NBC	(“Despite	the	fact	that	I	made
them	a	fortune	with	The	Apprentice,	but	they	forgot	that”).	He	then	turned	to	the
Polish	president	and	asked	him,	“Do	you	have	that	also,	Mr.	President?”59	Duda
smiled	and	agreed.	Duda’s	party	had	politicized	Poland’s	state	broadcaster,
converting	it	into	a	propaganda	outlet	for	the	governing	party,	and	then	banned
independent	media	organizations	from	reporting	inside	the	Polish	parliament.
The	outright	ban	had	to	be	abandoned	in	the	face	of	public	protests,	but	stringent



restrictions	on	the	coverage	of	both	parliament	and	the	courts	remained	in
place.60
CNN’s	Tom	Kludt	asked	a	White	House	spokesperson	for	comment	on	this

apparently	unprecedented	attack	on	the	free	media	by	an	American	president	on
foreign	soil—and	received	the	following	answer:

This	is	a	president	who	was	elected	by	the	American	people	for	telling	it	like	it	is	and	he	will
do	that	no	matter	the	setting,	unlike	many	in	the	media	and	political	circles	who	change	their
messaging	based	on	the	audience	and	venue.	Furthermore,	the	media	certainly	has	no	problem
attacking	the	President	on	the	global	stage.61

Elected	leaders	normally	accept	press	criticism	as	part	of	the	job.	Trump	could
not	endure	even	a	taste	of	it,	a	vulnerability	mockingly	commented	upon	by
Vladimir	Putin	at	their	first	post-election	face-to-face	meeting.	The	journalist-
murdering	Russian	leader	jerked	a	thumb	at	the	American	press	corps	and	slyly
asked	Trump,	“Are	these	the	ones	who	have	hurt	your	feelings?”62

Restrictions	on	media	freedom	are	an	early	warning	sign	of	de-
democratization	in	declining	democracies.	Turkey,	once	the	great	hope	for
democratization	in	the	Islamic	world,	detained	hundreds	of	journalists	during	the
April	2017	referendum	campaign	to	concentrate	power	in	the	hands	of	its
authoritarian	leader	Recep	Tayyip	Erdoğan.63	Hungary’s	Viktor	Orbán	politicized
his	country’s	state	broadcaster	and	used	government	advertising	to	bring
privately	owned	print	media	under	his	party’s	control.	South	Africa’s	state
broadcaster	refuses	to	cover	protests	against	the	governing	African	National
Congress	and	has	fired	journalists	who	defy	its	ban.64	India’s	Narendra	Modi
forced	a	liberal	TV	channel	off	the	air	for	twenty-four	hours	in	November	2016
to	punish	it	for	allegedly	compromising	national	security.65
More	than	on	any	other	issue—more	than	on	taxes,	or	health	care,	or

immigration,	or	trade,	or	anything	else	he	supposedly	cares	about—President
Trump	has	made	it	his	supreme	and	highest	priority	to	defame	those	who
responsibly	and	accurately	report	his	tenure	of	his	high	office.	What	Donald
Trump	wants	is	more	bias,	not	less;	more	fake	news,	not	less.	What	he	demands
from	the	media	is	not	objectivity,	but	complicity.
And	from	the	right-of-center	media,	complicity	is	what	Trump	is	getting.

Trump	is	doing	all	this	with	the	acquiescence	of	the	institutional	Republican
Party	and	the	support	of	conservatives	across	the	country.	What	we	are	seeing
here	is	not	merely	one	man’s	petty	ego	needs	on	display,	although	we	are
certainly	seeing	that.	What	we	are	seeing	is	a	grant	of	permission	from	millions
of	people	to	the	president	of	the	United	States	to	diminish,	discredit,	corrode,
and	ultimately	subvert	what	the	authors	of	the	US	Bill	of	Rights	listed	among	the



very	first	freedoms	necessary	to	their	great	experiment	in	self-government.



Chapter	7
Rigged	System

“A	record	137.5	million	Americans	voted	in	2016,”	reported	the	Pew	Research
Center	after	the	fact.1	That	achievement,	however,	was	marred	by	some	odd
discrepancies.
African	American	electoral	participation	has	steadily	risen	over	the	past

decades,	reaching	a	peak	of	more	than	65	percent	of	those	eligible	in	the
presidential	election	of	2012.	Four	years	later,	only	58	percent	of	eligible	black
Americans	cast	a	ballot,	a	decline	unprecedented	in	modern	times	for	any
American	ethnic	group.
Perhaps	black	voters	were	uninspired	by	Hillary	Clinton’s	candidacy.	“Young

Black	Voters	Voice	Doubts	About	Clinton,”	reported	the	New	York	Times	on
September	5,	2016.2	On	the	other	hand,	similar	headlines	could	surely	have	been
reported	about	John	Kerry	in	2004.	Yet	African	Americans	turned	out	for	Kerry
in	greater	percentages	than	for	Hillary	Clinton.
Something	else	happened	to	dampen	African	American	participation	in	the

election	of	2016,	and	that	something	was	the	surge	of	Republican	victories	at	the
state	and	local	levels	during	the	Obama	presidency.	Republicans	entered	the
2016	cycle	controlling	all	elected	branches	of	government	in	half	the	states	in
the	country,	their	best	showing	since	the	1920s.	Democrats	controlled	only	seven
states,	their	worst	showing	since	Reconstruction.
Among	the	first	uses	to	which	Republicans	put	their	ascendancy	was	revising

state	voting	procedures.	Between	2010	and	2016,	some	twenty	states	rewrote
their	laws	in	ways	that	made	voting	more	difficult,	often	with	blatantly	partisan
effect.	For	example,	six	states	cut	back	on	early	and	weekend	voting.	Early



voting	encourages	participation	by	minority	voters,	who	tend	to	have	less	control
over	their	working	hours.	By	contrast,	mail-in	ballots—preferred	by	the	elderly
and	by	military	personnel,	and	historically	the	most	fraud-prone	element	of	the
American	electoral	system—went	untouched.	Ten	states	instituted	new	voter
identification	rules,	again	often	with	partisan	effect.	Texas,	for	example,	allowed
only	seven	forms	of	identification:	a	concealed-carry	permit	was	acceptable;	a
photo	ID	from	the	state	university	system	was	not.3
Of	the	twenty	states	that	raised	new	difficulties	to	voting	during	the	Obama

years,	only	six	did	so	in	time	for	2012;	fourteen	in	time	for	2016.	One	of	the
most	consequential	of	the	pre-2016	changes	occurred	in	Wisconsin,	a	must-win
state	for	Republicans:	the	abolition	of	the	state’s	“special	registration	deputies,”
individuals	certified	by	the	state	to	check	proofs	of	eligibility	and	add	names	to
the	voter	rolls.	These	deputies	had	played	a	critical	role	in	minority	registration
drives	in	the	city	of	Milwaukee.	In	their	stead,	Wisconsin	instituted	a	system	of
online	registration	more	convenient	to	those	with	computer	access	and	savvy—
and	a	stark	impediment	to	those	who	lack	either	or	both.4
Mike	Pence’s	Indiana	did	not	lag	far	behind.	An	August	investigation	led	by

Fatima	Hussein	of	the	Indianapolis	Star	found	that	Republicans	used	their
control	of	state	and	local	government	to	reduce	early	voting	options	in	center-
city	Indianapolis	and	expand	them	in	the	Republican	suburbs	to	the	northeast.
Early	voting	stations	in	GOP-leaning	Hamilton	County	were	multiplied	from	one
to	three;	in	Democrat-favoring	Marion	County,	they	were	cut	from	three	to	one.
Result:	while	early	absentee	voting	rose	by	63	percent	in	Hamilton	between
2008	and	2016,	it	tumbled	by	26	percent	in	Marion.	Options	were	expanded	in
other	Republican	counties	as	well,	helping	to	shift	the	state	from	Obama’s
Democratic	column	in	the	presidential	election	of	2008	back	to	Romney	and
Trump	in	2012	and	2016.
Enabling	many	of	these	changes	was	a	2013	Supreme	Court	decision,	Shelby

County	v.	Holder,	that	put	an	end	to	the	most	biting	section	of	the	1965	Voting
Rights	Act.	That	section	required	nine	states	(Alabama,	Alaska,	Arizona,
Georgia,	Louisiana,	Mississippi,	South	Carolina,	Texas,	and	Virginia)	as	well	as
some	forty	counties	(in	states	including	California,	Florida,	New	York,	and
North	Carolina)	to	gain	preclearance	from	the	federal	Department	of	Justice	for
changes	to	their	voting	rules.
At	the	time	Republican-led	states	adopted	their	new	voting	rules,	Donald

Trump’s	candidacy	for	president	was	imagined	by	virtually	nobody.	Wisconsin’s
governor,	Scott	Walker,	hoped	that	the	2016	Republican	presidential	nominee
might	be	himself.	But	the	new	system	was	positioned	for	Trump	to	use—and	to
weaponize	with	some	special	measures	all	his	own.



Throughout	their	existence	as	members	of	a	self-governing	republic,
Americans	have	fused	a	deep	conviction	that	“here,	the	people	rule”	with	a	deep
ambivalence	about	who	exactly	should	be	enumerated	among	“the	people.”	This
ambivalence	has	never	been	resolved,	and	if	anything	seems	to	have	become
more	intensely	felt	over	the	past	quarter	century.	The	same	Marist	poll	quoted	in
the	previous	chapter	that	showed	that	43	percent	of	Republicans	thought	the
country	had	“gone	too	far”	in	protecting	the	rights	of	the	media	also	showed	that
a	quarter	of	them	believed	the	United	States	had	gone	“too	far”	in	protecting	the
right	to	vote.5
As	the	country	has	become	polarized	between	rich	and	poor,	and	as	the	white

majority	in	the	United	States	has	dwindled,	a	mood	of	anxiety	has	gripped	those
who	feel	themselves	vulnerable	to	new	demands	on	the	state.	This	anxiety	was
eloquently	expressed	by	Paul	Ryan’s	2011	“tipping	point”	speech:

America	is	drawing	perilously	close	to	a	tipping	point	that	has	the	potential	to	curtail	free
enterprise,	transform	our	government,	and	weaken	our	national	identity	in	ways	that	may	not
be	reversible.
The	tipping	point	represents	two	dangers:	first,	long-term	economic	decline	as	the	number

of	makers	diminishes	and	the	number	of	takers	grows	.	.	.	and	second,	gradual	moral-political
decline	as	dependency	and	passivity	weaken	the	nation’s	character.6

The	same	thought	was	expressed	more	crudely	the	next	year	by	Donald
Trump	Jr.,	who	in	October	2012	tweeted,	“The	American	republic	will	endure
until	the	day	Congress	discovers	it	can	bribe	the	public	with	the	public’s
money,”	a	remark	he	(spuriously)	attributed	to	Alexis	de	Tocqueville.7
The	elder	Trump	articulated	the	same	apprehension	for	the	future	in	a

September	2016	interview	with	the	Christian	Broadcasting	Network’s	David
Brody.

I	think	this	will	be	the	last	election	if	I	don’t	win.	I	think	this	will	be	the	last	election	that	the
Republicans	have	a	chance	of	winning	because	you’re	going	to	have	people	flowing	across	the
border,	you’re	going	to	have	illegal	immigrants	coming	in	and	they’re	going	to	be	legalized
and	they’re	going	to	be	able	to	vote	and	once	that	all	happens	you	can	forget	it.	You’re	not
going	to	have	one	Republican	vote.	And	it’s	already	a	hard	number.	Already	the	path	is	much
more	difficult	for	the	Republicans.	You	just	have	to	look	at	the	maps.8

It	was	not	out	of	the	ether	that	Donald	Trump	confected	his	postelection	claim
that	he	lost	the	popular	vote	only	because	“millions”	voted	illegally.9	Such
claims	have	been	circulating	in	the	Republican	world	for	some	time,	based	in
some	cases	on	purported	statistical	evidence.10	Beyond	the	evidence,	however,
was	fear:	fear	that	the	time	would	soon	come,	and	maybe	already	had	come,
when	democracy	would	be	turned	against	those	who	regarded	themselves	as	its



rightful	winners	and	proper	custodians.	That	fear	can	legitimize	actions	that	once
would	have	seemed	utterly	unacceptable,	antidemocratic,	un-American,	verging
on	the	treasonable.
Through	the	2016	campaign,	Trump	had	denounced	American	democracy	as	a

“rigged	system”:	rigged	against	him,	specifically,	by	a	“small	handful	of	global
special	interests.”	Trump’s	final	campaign	ad,	released	on	November	6,	2016,
showed	three	faces	to	illustrate	those	“global	special	interests”:	the	financier
George	Soros;	the	chair	of	the	Federal	Reserve,	Janet	Yellen;	and	the	CEO	of
Goldman	Sachs,	Lloyd	Blankfein.	A	voice-over	intoned:

It’s	a	global	power	structure	that	is	responsible	for	the	economic	decisions	that	have	robbed
our	working	class,	stripped	our	country	of	its	wealth,	and	put	that	money	into	the	pockets	of	a
handful	of	large	corporations	and	political	entities.11

The	Anti-Defamation	League	issued	a	worried	statement	about	this	closing
appeal:

Whether	intentional	or	not,	the	images	and	rhetoric	in	this	ad	touch	on	subjects	that	anti-
Semites	have	used	for	ages.	This	needs	to	stop.	In	the	final	days	before	the	election,	tensions
are	extremely	high.	It’s	a	time	when	all	candidates	need	to	be	especially	responsible	and	bid
for	votes	by	offering	sincere	ideas	and	policy	proposals,	not	by	conjuring	painful	stereotypes
and	baseless	conspiracy	theories.12

But	for	some	Republicans,	Trump’s	“rigging”	claims	represented	an
opportunity	rather	than	an	embarrassment.	Trump	followed	up	his	ungrounded
claims	of	widespread	illegal	voting	by	forming	a	presidential	advisory
commission	on	electoral	integrity	under	Vice	President	Mike	Pence.	The
commission’s	strongest	personality,	Kansas’s	secretary	of	state,	Kris	Kobach,
had	long	argued	that	US	elections	were	corrupted	by	illegal	voting—and	that	the
proper	remedy	was	the	frequent	and	aggressive	purging	of	voter	registration
rolls.
Duplication	of	voter	registration	is	an	endemic	feature	of	American	life.	A

young	person	born	in	one	state	who	attends	college	in	another,	finds	a	first	job	in
a	third,	and	then	settles	down	in	a	fourth	could	leave	a	trail	of	registrations
behind	her,	because	nobody	invests	much	energy	removing	people	from
registration	rolls	when	they	leave	a	state.	On	the	other	hand,	there’s	very	scant
evidence	that	this	duplication	of	registration	leads	to	duplication	of	votes.	While
it’s	theoretically	imaginable	that	our	itinerant	young	person	could	fraudulently
request	absentee	ballots	from	states	one,	two,	and	three,	the	lawbreaking	would
require	considerable	effort.	Absentee	ballots	are	typically	sent	by	US	mail	only
to	the	recorded	street	addresses,	so	the	fraud-minded	voter	will	have	to	arrange



some	kind	of	multi-state	collection	service.
To	ascertain	whether	a	Juan	Garcia	Gomez	who	cast	a	ballot	in	Kansas	is	the

same	person	or	different	from	a	Juan	Garcia	Gomez	who	voted	in	Nebraska
requires	much	more	specific	information,	such	as	a	Social	Security	number.
State	law,	however,	typically	protects	individual	voter	information.	For	that
reason,	fifteen	states	refused	to	cooperate	with	the	Pence	commission,
contending	that	its	requests	for	voters’	names,	birth	dates,	and	Social	Security
numbers	violated	state	law;	those	states	were	Arizona,	California,	Connecticut,
Delaware,	Kentucky,	Massachusetts,	Minnesota,	Mississippi,	New	Mexico,	New
York,	Pennsylvania,	South	Dakota,	Tennessee,	Virginia,	and	Wyoming.	Others
signaled	negative	responses	soon	to	come:	Arkansas,	Hawaii,	Illinois,	Louisiana,
Maryland,	Montana,	and	Rhode	Island.	The	majority	of	the	states	that	did	offer
cooperation	with	the	commission	insisted	that	they	would	provide	only	publicly
available	information,	not	including	Social	Security	numbers,	for	example.13
(Wisconsin	added	that	it	would	provide	the	federal	government	publicly
available	information	only	on	the	same	terms	it	provides	voter	information	to
political	parties:	on	payment	of	a	fee	of	$12,500.)
But	of	course	the	publicly	available	information	would	not	advance	the

commission’s	case	very	far.	Vexed,	President	Trump	angrily	demanded	in	a	July
1,	2017,	tweet:

Numerous	states	are	refusing	to	give	information	to	the	very	distinguished	VOTER
FRAUD	PANEL.	What	are	they	trying	to	hide?14

The	answer	to	that	presidential	question	quickly	became	obvious,	as	the	White
House	was	forced	to	acknowledge	that	it	lacked	a	secure	means	to	store	voters’
information.	It	would	be	too	grimly	ironic	if	a	White	House	project	to	stop	voter
fraud	instead	created	a	centralized	database	of	voter	information	that	hackers
could	access	.	.	.	to	enable	voter	fraud.
This	fear	is	not	at	all	a	hypothetical	concern.	The	Russian	effort	to	subvert	the

2016	information	did	not	stop	at	“fake	news.”	Hackers	attacked	state	voting
systems	too:	150,000	attempts	just	in	the	state	of	South	Carolina.15	Like	the
invading	Martians	in	H.	G.	Wells’s	War	of	the	Worlds,	who	are	ultimately	laid
low	by	humble	earthly	diseases,	the	Russian	hackers	were	impeded	by	the
decentralized	chaos	of	American	voting	systems.	If	election-critical	information
is	centrally	stored,	however,	it	will	have	to	be	effectively	secured.	The
competence	record	of	a	White	House	that	routinely	misspells	names,	bungles
titles,	and	makes	crude	factual	errors	in	the	course	of	wrongly	accusing	others	of
factual	errors	is	not	reassuring.16
I	write	this	book,	and	perhaps	you	read	it,	at	a	time	when	many	details	of	the



Trump-Russia	collusion	remain	unsettled.	Yet	the	essential	elements	of	the
transaction	have	been	apparent	since	the	summer	of	2016:	Russia	mounted	a
costly	and	aggressive	espionage	campaign	to	help	elect	Donald	Trump	and
congressional	Republicans	and	to	defeat	Hillary	Clinton	and	congressional
Democrats.17	Donald	Trump’s	son,	son-in-law,	and	campaign	manager	privately
met	with	Russian	spies	offering	damaging	information	about	Hillary	Clinton.	“If
it’s	what	you	say	I	love	it	especially	later	in	the	summer,”	replied	Donald	Trump
Jr.	to	the	offer	of	Russian	aid,	an	offer	that	specifically	referenced	“Russia	and
its	government’s	support	for	Mr.	Trump.”18

Trump’s	team	of	foreign	policy	advisers	in	2016	was	led	by	people	who	had
received	pay	from	the	Russian	state	or	state-controlled	businesses.19	Most
troublingly—and	without	overstepping	what	has	yet	been	proved—it	certainly
looks	as	if	the	Trump	campaign	coordinated	its	strategy	and	messaging	with
Russian-sponsored	hacking	and	disinformation	efforts.20
But	the	culpability	does	not	stop	with	Donald	Trump,	his	family,	or	even	his

campaign.
In	December	2016,	the	Washington	Post	reported	on	what	had	happened	when

congressional	leaders	were	briefed	on	the	Russian	hacks	earlier	that	year.

In	September,	during	a	secret	briefing	for	congressional	leaders,	Senate	Majority	Leader	Mitch
McConnell	(R-Ky.)	voiced	doubts	about	the	veracity	of	the	intelligence,	according	to	officials
present.	.	.	.
In	a	secure	room	in	the	Capitol	used	for	briefings	involving	classified	information,

administration	officials	broadly	laid	out	the	evidence	U.S.	spy	agencies	had	collected,	showing
Russia’s	role	in	cyber-intrusions	in	at	least	two	states	and	in	hacking	the	emails	of	the
Democratic	organizations	and	individuals.
And	they	made	a	case	for	a	united,	bipartisan	front	in	response	to	what	one	official

described	as	“the	threat	posed	by	unprecedented	meddling	by	a	foreign	power	in	our	election
process.”
The	Democratic	leaders	in	the	room	unanimously	agreed	on	the	need	to	take	the	threat

seriously.	Republicans,	however,	were	divided,	with	at	least	two	GOP	lawmakers	reluctant	to
accede	to	the	White	House	requests.
According	to	several	officials,	McConnell	raised	doubts	about	the	underlying	intelligence

and	made	clear	to	the	administration	that	he	would	consider	any	effort	by	the	White	House	to
challenge	the	Russians	publicly	an	act	of	partisan	politics.
Some	of	the	Republicans	in	the	briefing	also	seemed	opposed	to	the	idea	of	going	public

with	such	explosive	allegations	in	the	final	stages	of	an	election,	a	move	that	they	argued
would	only	rattle	public	confidence	and	play	into	Moscow’s	hands.21

The	Obama	administration	observed	increasingly	assertive	Russian	attacks	on
European	political	systems	as	early	as	2014.	For	reasons	we	will	learn	from	the
memoirs	its	members	write,	the	Obama	administration	hesitated	to	respond.	Was
it	to	protect	its	Iran	diplomacy?	A	hope	it	could	mollify	Russia	into	ending



aggression	against	Ukraine?	A	more	general	aversion	to	forceful	foreign	policy?
Overconfidence	in	the	robustness	of	democratic	political	systems,	including	its
own?	Whatever	the	motive,	the	results	are	as	we	have	seen:	warnings	were
issued	to	Russia,	but	no	action	was	taken	during	the	election,	and	only	very
limited	penalties	applied	afterward,	most	notably	the	seizure	of	two	Russian
diplomatic	compounds.
By	then	it	was	too	late.	A	president	beholden	to	Russia	had	been	installed	in

the	Oval	Office:	the	most	successful	foreign	espionage	attempt	against	the
United	States	in	the	nation’s	history.	And	from	beginning	to	end,	the	president’s
political	party	rallied	to	protect	him—and	itself—from	investigation,	exposure,
and	consequences.
“I’ll	be	the	first	one	to	come	out	and	point	to	Russia	if	there’s	clear	evidence,”

declared	House	intelligence	chair	Devin	Nunes	in	December	2016.22	Instead,
over	the	following	months,	Nunes	actively	collaborated	with	the	Trump	White
House	to	sabotage	his	committee’s	investigation,	to	the	point	where	he	was
forced	to	recuse	himself	from	further	involvement.	House	Speaker	Ryan	issued
multiple	statements	viewing	Russia’s	behavior	with	alarm	in	2016.	But	Ryan
took	a	firm	stance	from	the	beginning	against	anybody	digging	too	deep	into
what	had	happened.	“As	we	work	to	protect	our	democracy	from	foreign
influence,”	Ryan	said	in	a	written	statement	of	December	12,	2016,	“we	should
not	cast	doubt	on	the	clear	and	decisive	outcome	of	this	election.”23	When	in	June
2017	the	Senate	voted	97–2	to	limit	President	Trump’s	ability	to	lift	sanctions	on
Russia,	Ryan	whipped	votes	in	the	House	to	block	the	measure.24	(An	amended
version	of	the	June	sanctions	bill	did	pass	both	houses	at	the	end	of	July	and	was
signed	by	President	Trump	in	August.25	The	sanctions	remained	unimplemented
as	of	November	1,	2017.)
Even	supposed	Russia	hawks	like	Senator	Marco	Rubio	came	to	Trump’s	aid

when	it	counted.	At	the	June	8,	2017,	public	hearing	for	the	fired	FBI	director
James	Comey,	Rubio	used	his	public	airtime	to	try	to	extract	admissions	that
would	discredit	Comey	and	exculpate	the	president.	Remember,	Trump	himself
had	acknowledged	in	an	interview	with	NBC’s	Lester	Holt	on	May	11	that	he
had	fired	Comey	precisely	in	order	to	put	an	end	to	the	“made-up	story”	that
Russia	helped	him	win	the	election.	Trump’s	motive	for	firing	Comey	was	no
longer	a	matter	in	dispute.	Yet	it	was	Rubio	more	than	any	other	senator	on	the
committee	who	endeavored	to	distract	from	that	undisputed	fact.

RUBIO:	But	the	specific	ask	was	that	you	would	tell	the	American	people
what	you	had	already	told	him,	what	you	had	already	told	the	leaders
of	Congress,	both	Democrats	and	Republicans:	that	he	was	not



personally	under	investigation.	.	.	.

COMEY:	Yes,	sir,	that’s	how	I	.	.	.

RUBIO:	In	fact,	he	was	asking	you	to	do	what	you	have	done	here
today.	.	.	.

RUBIO:	So,	in	essence,	the	president	agreed	with	your	statement	that	it
would	be	great	if	we	could	have	an	investigation,	all	the	facts	came
out	and	we	found	nothing.	So	he	agreed	that	that	would	be	ideal,	but
this	cloud	is	still	messing	up	my	ability	to	do	the	rest	of	my	agenda.

RUBIO:	So	are	those	the	other—are	those	the	only	two	instances	in	which
that	sort	of	back-and-forth	happened,	where	the	president	was
basically	saying,	and	I’m	paraphrasing	here,	it’s	OK,	do	the	Russia
investigation.	I	hope	it	all	comes	out.	I	have	nothing	to	do	with
anything	Russia.	It’d	be	great	if	it	all	came	out,	if	people	around	me
were	doing	things	that	were	wrong.

RUBIO:	You	know,	this	investigation	is	full	of	leaks,	left	and	right.	I
mean,	we’ve	learned	more	from	the	newspapers	sometimes	than	we
do	from	our	open	hearings,	for	sure.	You	ever	wonder	why,	of	all	the
things	in	this	investigation,	the	only	thing	that’s	never	been	leaked	is
the	fact	that	the	president	was	not	personally	under	investigation,
despite	the	fact	that	both	Democrats	and	Republicans	in	the	leadership
of	Congress	knew	that,	and	have	known	that	for	weeks?26

That	last	sentence,	it	should	be	noted,	was	the	single	most	often	heard	pro-
Trump	talking	point	of	the	period.	Rubio	dutifully	reprised	it	for	the	watching
world.
The	truth	outed,	as	truth	tends	to	do,	especially	with	Trump’s	stumblebum

crew.	The	line	written	into	the	script	of	All	the	President’s	Men	about	Watergate
applies	even	more	forcefully	to	the	Trump	family	and	its	entourage:	“The	truth
is,	these	aren’t	very	bright	guys,	and	things	got	out	of	hand.”	But	it	is	also	true
that	the	wrong	actions	of	Donald	Trump	and	his	family	were	protected	before
the	fact,	and	condoned	after	the	fact,	by	the	larger	Republican	and	conservative
world.	I	jokingly	tweeted	at	the	end	of	May	that	after	all	the	excuses	condoning
Greg	Gianforte’s	assault	on	Ben	Jacobs,	we	would	next	be	called	on	to	explain
why	treason	is	bad.27	That	joke	all	too	quickly	proved	prophetic.
Geraldo	Rivera	opened	the	excuse	making	on	the	May	10,	2017,	Hannity

show.



If	the	Russian	KGB	chief	is	talking	to	Paul	Manafort	and	the	chief	says,	“You	know,	I’ve	got
this	dirt	here	that	says	Hillary	Clinton	was	this	or	that,”	and	Paul	Manafort	says,	“Next
Wednesday,	why	don’t	you	release	that,	that’d	be	great	for	us.”	That’s	not—I	don’t	know	that
that’s	a	crime	at	all.	What’s	the	crime?28

In	a	conversation	with	me	on	the	May	21,	2017,	edition	of	CNN’s	Fareed
Zakaria	GPS,	the	pro-Trump	author	Ronald	Kessler	said,	“There’s	no	violation
of	law	if,	in	fact,	the	campaign	colluded	with	Russia,	whatever	that	means.”29

The	conservative	radio	host	Michael	Reagan	said	the	same	thing	in	a	CNN
discussion	on	May	31:	“Collusion	is	not	breaking	the	law.”30

On	his	June	22,	2017,	television	program,	Sean	Hannity	and	former	Speaker
Newt	Gingrich	agreed	that	it	would	be	a	positive	benefit	to	the	United	States	if
Trump	had	worked	with	the	Russians	against	Hillary	Clinton.	“If	I	worked	for
President	Trump	and	his	campaign,	and	I	thought	the	Russians	had	information
that	would	expose	Hillary	for	being	a	liar,	and	I	said,	‘Could	you	release	that?’	Is
that	a	crime?”31

Hannity	returned	to	the	theme	on	his	radio	program	the	next	day:

What	was	the	collusion?	That	maybe	somebody	in	the	Trump	campaign	talked	to	somebody	in
Russia	because	Russia	supposedly	had	the	information	that	Hillary	Clinton	had	destroyed	on
her	server	when	she	committed	a	felony	and	tried	to	cover	up	her	crimes?	Is	that	a	crime,	to
say,	“Release	it?”	To	show	the	truth?	To	show	damaging	information?32

The	former	Fox	anchor	Brit	Hume	similarly	absolved	the	Trump	campaign	on
the	June	25	Fox	News	Sunday.	“While	it	obviously	would	be	alarming	and
highly	inappropriate	for	the	Trump	campaign	to—of	which	there’s	no	evidence,
by	the	way,	of	colluding	with	the	Russians—it’s	not	a	crime.”33	Some	went
further	still,	wondering	why	anybody	need	worry	about	Russia	at	all.	“The	news
media	in	the	West	pose	a	far	greater	danger	to	Western	civilization	than	Russia
does,”	tweeted	the	radio	host	Dennis	Prager	on	July	14,	2017.34
Whether	collusion	with	a	Russian	espionage	agency	would	violate	US	election

laws	raises	complex	issues	of	legal	interpretation.	The	national	security
implications,	however,	are	straightforward	and	grim.	A	candidate	who	had
received	help	from	a	hostile	foreign	power	would	depend	hugely	on	that	power’s
goodwill.	What	if	they	released	evidence	against	him?	They	could	wreck	his
presidency,	provoke	an	impeachment	crisis,	possibly	send	him	to	prison.	He
would	have	to	govern	himself	very	circumspectly,	even	at	political	risk	to
himself	at	home.	Collusion	between	a	US	president	and	a	hostile	foreign	power
would	constitute	the	gravest	espionage	crisis	in	American	history—and	one	of
its	blackest	pages	of	treason.
The	below	timeline	of	relevant	events	was	compiled	by	NBC	News,	abridged

by	me	with	some	interpolations	in	bold	type.



by	me	with	some	interpolations	in	bold	type.

JUNE	9,	2016:	Donald	Trump	Jr.—along	with	Jared	Kushner	and	Trump’s	former	campaign
chair	Paul	Manafort—meet	with	the	Kremlin-connected	lawyer	Natalia	Veselnitskaya.
JUNE	9:	Trump	tweets	for	the	first	time	about	Clinton’s	missing	33,000	emails.
JULY	18:	The	Washington	Post	reports	on	the	first	day	of	the	GOP	convention	that	the

Trump	campaign	changed	the	Republican	platform	to	ensure	that	it	didn’t	call	for	giving
weapons	to	Ukraine	to	fight	Russian	and	rebel	forces.
JULY	21:	Trump	gives	an	interview	to	David	Sanger	and	Maggie	Haberman	of	the

New	York	Times	in	which	he	repeatedly	refuses	to	commit	to	defending	NATO’s	Baltic
allies	Latvia,	Lithuania,	and	Estonia	against	Russia.
JULY	22:	WikiLeaks	releases	emails	stolen	from	the	Democratic	National	Committee.
JULY	27:	In	the	final	news	conference	of	his	2016	campaign,	Trump	tells	Russia:	“If

you’re	listening,	I	hope	you’re	able	to	find	the	thirty	thousand	emails	that	are	missing.”
AUGUST	4:	Obama’s	CIA	director,	John	Brennan,	confronts	his	Russian	counterpart	about

Russia’s	interference.
OCTOBER	4:	WikiLeaks’	Julian	Assange	says	his	organization	will	publish	emails	related

to	the	2016	campaign.
OCTOBER	7:	The	Department	of	Homeland	Security	and	the	director	of	national

intelligence	release	a	statement	directly	saying	that	Russia	is	interfering	in	the	2016	election.
OCTOBER	7:	The	Washington	Post	reports	the	Access	Hollywood	video.
OCTOBER	7:	WikiLeaks	begins	releasing	emails	stolen	from	Clinton’s	campaign	chair,

John	Podesta,	less	than	one	hour	after	the	Washington	Post	report.
OCTOBER	31:	“This	WikiLeaks	is	like	a	treasure	trove,”	Trump	says	on	the	campaign

trail.
NOVEMBER	4:	“Boy,	I	love	reading	those	WikiLeaks,”	Trump	says	from	Ohio.35

All	this	may	be	coincidence,	a	sequence	of	misunderstandings.	But	it	does	not
look	good	for	the	integrity	of	the	American	political	system.	The	authoritarians
of	older	times	abolished	elections	altogether	or	falsified	them	so	outrageously	as
to	render	them	meaningless.	Modern	authoritarian	states	do	not	so	explicitly
renounce	the	democratic	idea.	Even	Vladimir	Putin’s	Russia	has	elections	in
which	millions	of	people	vote,	and	it’s	not	at	all	obvious	that	Putin	cheats	very
much	in	the	counting	of	that	vote.	In	the	Russian	parliamentary	elections	of
September	2016,	Vladimir	Putin’s	party	won	a	perfectly	plausible	54	percent	of
the	vote,	on	the	basis	of	a	turnout	that	the	regime	candidly	described	as	the
lowest	since	the	end	of	communism.36	In	Putin’s	system,	if	you	have	to	cheat	in
the	vote	counting,	you’ve	left	things	far	too	late.	And	Putin’s	is	the	most
repressive	of	the	world’s	de-democratizing	states.	The	others—places	such	as
Hungary,	the	Philippines,	South	Africa,	Turkey,	and	so	on—distort	the	election
processes	even	less,	although	just	enough	to	preclude	unwelcome	results.
In	modern	authoritarian	states,	unapproved	candidates	are	deterred	from

running;	disfavored	people	are	discouraged	from	voting.	Votes	may	be	counted
honestly	enough,	but	voting	systems	are	tilted	in	favor	of	the	party	of	the	leader.



In	the	Hungarian	elections	of	2014,	for	example,	the	party	of	the	prime	minister
won	133	out	of	199	parliamentary	seats,	with	only	44.9	percent	of	the	vote.	In
such	states,	state	resources	are	directed	in	ways	that	support	the	party	of	the
leader.	State-owned	and	state-influenced	media	spread	disinformation	and
defamation	about	opponents.	Rather	than	discuss	issues,	ethnic	grievances	are
stoked—and	when	outsiders	report	on	what	is	happening,	the	regime	exploits	the
opportunity	to	denounce	a	hostile	external	world	for	defaming	the	nation.
Americans	regard	their	democracy	as	beyond	comparison	to	such	sad

international	cases.	Yet	here	too	the	democratic	system	was	and	is	harshly
contested.	The	right	of	all	adult	citizens	to	vote	is	no	longer	seriously	debated	by
Americans,	but	the	universal	ability	to	vote	seems	to	encounter	new	obstacles
with	every	passing	year.	If	Donald	Trump	entrenches	himself	in	power,	those
obstacles	will	rise	higher	and	proliferate	more	numerously	across	the	American
political	landscape.
The	fear	that	the	younger	Donald	Trump	inserted	into	Tocqueville’s	mouth—

that	a	democracy	can	last	only	until	citizens	discover	they	can	vote	themselves
benefits—actually	originated	nearer	to	home.	“A	democracy	cannot	exist	as	a
permanent	form	of	government.	It	can	only	exist	until	the	majority	discovers	it
can	vote	itself	largess	out	of	the	public	treasury.	After	that,	the	majority	always
votes	for	the	candidate	promising	the	most	benefits	with	the	result	that
democracy	collapses.”	Those	oft-quoted	words,	also	sometimes	attributed	to
Aristotle	and	Thomas	Babington	Macaulay,	seem	to	have	originated	in	a	1951
op-ed	in	the	Daily	Oklahoman	by	a	retired	Wisconsin	state	senator.37	What’s
interesting	about	those	words	is	not	how	prescient	they	are,	but	really	how
opposite	to	the	truth.
In	the	United	States	as	in	other	countries,	the	great	threat	to	constitutional

democracy	has	not	been	the	demands	for	largesse	by	the	many,	but	the	fears	for
their	property	of	the	few.	The	most	successful	antidemocratic	movement	in
American	history—the	reduction	of	voting	rights	after	Reconstruction—was
intended	precisely	to	thwart	local	majorities	voting	themselves	such	benefits	as
schooling	and	paying	for	it	by	higher	taxes	on	the	rich.	The	rollback	worked	too.
Only	50,752	ballots	were	cast	by	the	1.7	million	people	of	South	Carolina	in	the
election	of	1924,	half	as	many	as	cast	by	700,000	South	Carolinians	in	1872.
(Connecticut,	with	300,000	fewer	people	than	South	Carolina	in	1924,	cast	eight
times	as	many	votes).
Now	in	the	2010s,	the	integrity	of	American	democracy	is	challenged	again—

and	again	the	challenge	is	backed	by	threats	of	armed	violence.	In	June	2017,	a
rumor	spread	via	Facebook	that	protesters	planned	to	rally	at	a	park	in	Houston,
Texas,	to	demand	the	removal	of	a	statue	of	Sam	Houston.	Hundreds	of



supporters	of	the	statue	rallied,	a	large	number	of	them	carrying	rifles,	some
wearing	body	armor.
Hermann	Park,	the	site	of	the	Sam	Houston	statue,	is	one	of	the	city	of

Houston’s	most	visited	parks.	The	Houston	Zoo	is	located	within	it;	the
Children’s	Museum	of	Houston	stands	just	a	few	blocks	away.	On	weekends,	the
park	is	typically	crowded	with	young	families.	Yet	some	dozens	of	Texans
decided	that	this	would	be	an	appropriate	place	to	plan	a	gunfight.	And	of	course
they	were	entirely	within	their	rights,	as	those	rights	are	understood	in	twenty-
first-century	America.	Texas	law	forbids	citizens	to	carry	deadly	weapons	“in	a
manner	calculated	to	alarm.”	Otherwise,	long	arms	may	be	shouldered	by
virtually	anyone	in	almost	any	place.	It	might	be	thought	that	bringing	a	rifle
into	a	playground	is	itself	“calculated	to	alarm.”	But	over	the	past	generation,
gun	carriers	have	become	much	more	assertive	and	the	authorities	much	more
accommodating.
Gun	carriers	at	the	so-called	Unite	the	Right	rally	in	Charlottesville	in	August

2017	acted	more	like	a	paramilitary	force	than	as	individual	demonstrators.	They
wore	pseudo-military	outfits,	including	body	armor.	They	took	tactical
formations	to	surround	the	site	of	the	expected	confrontation—although	when
murder	was	done,	it	was	done	ISIS-style,	by	ramming	a	car	into	a	crowd	of
demonstrators.
The	City	Council	of	San	Antonio,	Texas,	met	in	August	2017	to	debate

removal	of	a	Confederate	monument	from	that	city’s	Travis	Park.	Ten	men
bearing	assault	rifles	and	wearing	Kevlar	vests	took	positions	outside	the
council’s	chambers.38
The	open	display	of	military-style	weapons	at	public	meetings	is	not	an

ancient	right	cherished	by	Americans	through	the	centuries.	“Among	free	men,”
Abraham	Lincoln	famously	wrote,	“there	can	be	no	successful	appeal	from	the
ballot	to	the	bullet;	and	that	they	who	take	such	an	appeal	are	sure	to	lose	their
case,	and	pay	the	cost.”39	Yet	just	such	a	threat	is	what	is	being	issued	in	Houston
and	Charlottesville	and	San	Antonio—and	more	places	yet	to	come.
The	following	happened	in	Loudoun	County,	Virginia,	on	Election	Day	2016.

A	man	wearing	a	Donald	Trump	shirt	and	carrying	a	weapon	stood	outside	a	voting	location	in
Loudoun	County,	Virginia.	.	.	.	“I	had	my	9-year-old	son	with	me.	I	felt	intimidated,”	[Erika]
Cotti	said.	“And	I	had	to	explain	to	my	9-year-old	why	a	man	with	a	357	magnum	is	standing
outside	the	polling	station.”
Cotti	said	the	man	offered	her	a	Republican	sample	ballot,	which	she	declined.
“He’s	like,	‘Who	are	you	going	to	vote	for,	crooked	Hillary?’	And	I	was	like,	‘That’s	really

none	of	your	business,’”	Cotti	said,	adding	that	the	man	was	standing	in	the	sidewalk	outside
of	the	office	when	they	left	and	blocking	their	path.40



Will	there	be	more	such	incidents	in	2018	and	2020?	It’s	all	quite	legal.	In
many	Americans’	minds,	the	right	to	carry	arms	is	now	the	master	right	of
American	law,	to	which	all	other	rights	must	yield.	In	1994,	the	average	gun-
owning	household	owned	four	weapons;	by	2015,	the	average	gun-owning
household	owned	eight.41
At	a	press	conference	in	the	lobby	of	Trump	Tower	two	days	after	the

violence	in	Charlottesville,	Trump	channeled	the	feelings	of	the	men	who	carried
guns	to	prevent	an	elected	government	from	putting	lawful	decisions	into	effect.
“You	had	people	in	that	group	that	were	there	to	protest	the	taking	down	of,	to
them,	a	very,	very	important	statue	and	the	renaming	of	a	park	from	Robert	E.
Lee	to	another	name.”42	(The	new	name	to	which	Trump	objected	was
“Emancipation	Park.”)	A	week	later	still,	at	an	August	22,	2017,	rally	in
Phoenix,	Arizona,	Trump	again	identified	himself	with	those	defending
Confederate	monuments	by	force	of	arms:	“Yes,	by	the	way,	they	are	trying	to
take	away	our	history	and	our	heritage.	You	see	that.”43

Through	the	2016	campaign,	Trump	had	condoned	political	violence	by	his
supporters	against	protesters	in	their	midst:	“You	know	what	they	used	to	do	to
guys	like	that	when	they	were	in	a	place	like	this?	They’d	be	carried	out	on	a
stretcher,	folks.”44

Back	then,	however,	the	cause	was	purely	personal:	his	own	election,
unconnected	to	any	larger	movement	in	American	society	or	culture.	As
Trump’s	personal	popularity	sagged,	he	sought	larger	and	bigger	forces	to
sustain	him.	Speaking	to	police	officers	in	Long	Island,	Trump	endorsed
intentional	police	brutality	against	members	of	Salvadoran	gangs,	whom	he
condemned	as	“animals.”

They	kidnap.	They	extort.	They	rape	and	they	rob.	They	stomp	on	their	victims.	They	beat
them	with	clubs,	they	slash	them	with	machetes,	and	they	stab	them	with	knives.	They	have
transformed	peaceful	parks	and	beautiful	quiet	neighborhoods	into	bloodstained	killing	fields.
They’re	animals.45

When	dealing	with	such	subhumans,	the	police	should	dispense	with	legal
niceties,	urged	the	president.

When	you	see	.	.	.	these	thugs	being	thrown	into	the	back	of	a	paddy	wagon,	you	just	see	them
thrown	in,	rough,	and	I	said,	“Please	don’t	be	too	nice.”	Like	when	you	guys	put	somebody	in
the	car	and	you’re	protecting	their	head,	you	know,	the	way	you	put	their	hand	over,	like,
don’t	hit	their	head	and	they’ve	just	killed	somebody,	don’t	hit	their	head,	I	said,	“You	can
take	the	hand	away,	OK?”46

Those	remarks	drew	what	was	described	as	“wild	applause”	from	the	police



attending.47	And	even	though	the	president’s	words	were	promptly	repudiated	by
senior	police	leaders	across	the	nation,	those	who	shared	a	national	origin	or	a
skin	tone	or	a	last	name	with	the	people	Trump	regarded	as	“animals”	must
wonder:	Has	the	president	of	the	United	States	authorized	such	actions	against
me	as	well?
The	American	economic	system	might	feel	“rigged”	against	Trump

supporters.	But	the	American	political	system	of	2016	had	in	important	ways
been	rigged	in	Trump’s	favor.	Yet	as	Trump	and	his	supporters	looked	to	the
future,	how	secure	could	they	feel?	Their	hold	on	the	electorate	was	weak.
Foreign	governments’	hold	over	them	was	possibly	very	strong.	Maybe	the
answer—the	only	answer—was	not	to	rig	less,	but	to	rig	much	more.



Chapter	8
America	Alone

“America	First	doesn’t	mean	America	alone.”	Gary	Cohn	and	H.	R.	McMaster,
President	Trump’s	highest-ranking	economic	and	national	security	aides,	offered
that	assurance	in	an	op-ed	for	the	Wall	Street	Journal	at	the	end	of	May	2017.1
They	were	too	sanguine.	Month	by	month	through	the	Trump	presidency,	the
United	States	found	itself	more	isolated	from	its	former	friends	and	allies.
Through	the	spring	and	summer	of	2017,	President	Trump	escalated	his

rhetoric	against	North	Korea.	The	escalation	culminated	in	a	bloodcurdling
interview	with	Reuters	on	April	27.	“There	is	a	chance	that	we	could	end	up
having	a	major,	major	conflict	with	North	Korea.”2	“North	Korea	best	not	make
any	more	threats	to	the	United	States.	They	will	be	met	with	fire	and	fury	like
the	world	has	never	seen,”	he	told	television	cameras	in	the	Cabinet	Room	on
August	9.3	“The	United	States	has	great	strength	and	patience,	but	if	it	is	forced
to	defend	itself	or	its	allies,	we	will	have	no	choice	but	to	totally	destroy	North
Korea,”	Trump	told	the	United	Nations	General	Assembly	on	September	19.4
Yet	even	as	he	pushed	toward	conflict,	Trump	himself	was	gratuitously

threatening	and	insulting	the	single	country	whose	cooperation	would	seem	most
obviously	necessary	to	any	tough	policy	on	North	Korea:	South	Korea.	It	would
be	South	Korea	that	would	do	most	of	the	fighting,	most	of	the	dying,	most	of
the	suffering,	and	most	of	the	paying	in	the	“major,	major	conflict”	Trump	spoke
of	so	lightly.	And	yet	in	the	very	same	Reuters	interview	in	which	Trump
menaced	North	Korea,	he	embarked	on	an	angry	rampage	against	the	South.
He	announced	intentions	to	cancel	the	US–South	Korea	Free	Trade

Agreement.	“It’s	unacceptable.	It’s	a	horrible	deal	made	by	Hillary.	It’s	a



horrible	deal.	And	we’re	going	to	renegotiate	that	deal,	or	terminate	it.”	He
demanded	an	additional	$1	billion	payment	from	South	Korea	for	a	missile
defense	deployment	already	negotiated,	reneging	on	a	deal	stipulating	that	the
United	States	would	provide	the	weapon	system	if	South	Korea	provided	the
land.

I	said,	“Why	are	we	paying?	Why	are	we	paying	a	billion	dollars?	We’re	protecting.	Why	are
we	paying	a	billion	dollars?”	So	I	informed	South	Korea	it	would	be	appropriate	if	they	paid.
Nobody’s	going	to	do	that.	Why	are	we	paying	a	billion	dollars?	It’s	a	billion-dollar	system.
It’s	phenomenal.	It’s	the	most	incredible	equipment	you’ve	ever	seen—shoots	missiles	right
out	of	the	sky.	And	it	protects	them	and	I	want	to	protect	them.	We’re	going	to	protect	them.
But	they	should	pay	for	that,	and	they	understand	that.

It	should	surprise	nobody	that	neither	of	these	complaints	had	much	truth	to	it.
South	Korea	is	threatened	less	by	North	Korean	missiles	than	by	the	thousands
of	North	Korean	artillery	tubes	aimed	at	Seoul.	Military	experts	believe	the
North	could	reduce	the	South’s	capital	to	rubble	within	twenty-four	hours.	The
Terminal	High-Altitude	Aerial	Defense	(THAAD)	system	over	which	Trump
haggled	in	public	with	South	Korea	is	positioned	south	of	Seoul,	primarily	to
protect	US	bases	in	the	Korean	Peninsula.	Hillary	Clinton	had	little	to	do	with
the	US–South	Korea	Free	Trade	Agreement.	A	framework	inherited	from	the
George	W.	Bush	administration	was	revised	in	2009	and	2010	by	President
Obama’s	trade	negotiators	to	provide	more	protection	for	the	US	automobile
industry	against	Korean	imports.
What	happened	next	should	also	surprise	nobody:	the	South	Korean

presidential	election	ten	days	after	the	Reuters	interview	was	decisively	won	by
the	more	US-skeptical	candidate—who	promptly	suspended	deployment	of	the
THAAD	system	for	which	Trump	had	tried	to	shake	his	country	down.
Only	two	weeks	before,	the	Trump	administration	had	stumbled	into	a	farcical

embarrassment.	Interviewed	on	Fox	Business	on	April	12,	2017,	Trump	had
announced	that	he	was	sending	“an	armada,	very	powerful”	into	Korean	waters
to	warn	the	North	against	making	trouble.	Six	days	later,	the	US	Navy	posted
online	a	photograph	of	the	fleet	in	question—the	aircraft	carrier	Carl	Vinson	and
four	other	warships—3,500	miles	away	and	heading	in	the	opposite	direction:
southwestward	through	the	Sunda	Strait	into	the	Indian	Ocean.	The	most
conservative	and	America	friendly	of	the	three	Korean	presidential	candidates,
Hong	Joon-pyo,	ventilated	the	fiercest	anger	against	his	false-tongued	ally:
“What	Mr.	Trump	said	was	very	important	for	the	national	security	of	South
Korea.	If	that	was	a	lie,	then	during	Trump’s	term,	South	Korea	will	not	trust
whatever	Trump	says.”5	Trump	had	already	irritated	Koreans	by	credulously



repeating	to	the	Wall	Street	Journal	the	chauvinist	claim	by	China’s	president
that	“Korea	actually	used	to	be	a	part	of	China.”6	For	reasons	nobody	in	Korea
could	discern—and	nobody	in	the	United	States	either—President	Trump
seemed	intent	on	belittling,	deceiving,	and	making	public	fools	of	them.	But	if
they	could	not	guess	his	motives,	they	could	still	resent	his	treatment.	At	the	end
of	President	Obama’s	term,	according	to	the	Pew	survey,	88	percent	of	South
Koreans	expressed	confidence	that	the	US	president	would	do	the	right	thing	in
world	affairs.	In	June	2017,	only	17	percent	of	South	Koreans	expressed	such
confidence	in	President	Trump.7
South	Korea	reacted	more	angrily	than	many	other	allied	countries,	but	not

radically	so.	Among	citizens	of	other	Asia-Pacific	allies,	78	percent	of	Japanese
had	expressed	confidence	in	Obama;	only	24	percent	in	Trump.	Eighty-four
percent	of	Australians	trusted	Obama;	only	29	percent	Trump.	(That	latter
number	might	have	been	even	worse	for	Trump	if	the	poll	had	been	conducted
after	the	August	3,	2017,	leak	of	a	January	telephone	transcript	in	which	Trump
told	Australian	prime	minister	Malcolm	Turnbull	that	he	found	it	more
“pleasant”	to	talk	to	Vladimir	Putin	than	to	the	leader	of	America’s	truest	and
most	militarily	capable	Asia-Pacific	ally.8)
Only	in	the	Philippines	did	a	majority,	69	percent,	trust	Trump—and	even

there,	a	higher	percentage	(94	percent)	had	trusted	Obama.
America’s	southern	neighbors	have	long	mistrusted	the	power	of	the	United

States.	“Poor	Mexico!	So	far	from	God,	so	close	to	the	United	States,”	goes	the
saying	usually	attributed	to	the	Mexican	ruler	Porfirio	Díaz.	In	2013,	38	percent
of	adult	Mexicans	described	US	power	as	a	potential	threat	to	their	country;	in
the	first	year	of	the	Trump	presidency,	that	number	vaulted	to	61	percent.9
The	European	numbers	looked	even	more	dismal.	In	a	span	of	months,	trust	in

the	US	president	to	do	the	right	thing	dropped	by	forty-three	points	in	Italy,
fifty-seven	points	in	the	United	Kingdom,	seventy	points	in	France,	and	seventy-
five	points	in	Germany.
The	Trump-Germany	relationship	started	bad,	and	got	worse.	November	9	is

the	most	portentous	date	in	the	German	calendar:	the	day	the	kaiser	abdicated	in
1918,	of	Kristallnacht	in	1938,	and	of	the	opening	of	the	Berlin	Wall	in	1989.	On
that	morning	in	2016,	the	German	government	awoke	to	the	news	that	its
American	partners	and	protectors	had	elected	to	the	presidency	an	authoritarian
nationalist	of	an	all-too-familiar	stamp.	German	chancellor	Angela	Merkel
released	as	faint	and	hedged	a	message	of	congratulation	to	President-Elect
Donald	Trump	as	one	ally	has	perhaps	ever	offered	another:

Germany	and	America	are	bound	by	common	values—democracy,	freedom,	as	well	as	respect



for	the	rule	of	law	and	the	dignity	of	each	and	every	person,	regardless	of	their	origin,	skin
color,	creed,	gender,	sexual	orientation,	or	political	views.	It	is	based	on	these	values	that	I
wish	to	offer	close	cooperation,	both	with	me	personally	and	between	our	countries’
governments.10

Note	two	things	about	this	message:	its	offer	of	cooperation	is	conditional,
and	Germany	will	be	the	judge	of	whether	the	conditions	have	been	met.
America’s	allies	around	the	world	always	have	preferences	in	US	elections.	In

2004,	Germany’s	Gerhard	Schröder	and	France’s	Jacques	Chirac	did	not	conceal
their	hope	that	George	W.	Bush	would	lose	to	John	F.	Kerry.	In	2012,	Israel’s
Benjamin	Netanyahu	visibly	yearned	to	see	the	back	of	Barack	Obama.	Still,
once	it’s	all	over,	allies	disappointed	in	the	result	swallow	their	chagrin	and	get
down	to	business.
The	year	2016	was	different.
Donald	Trump	made	clear	from	the	very	start	that	there	was	no	doing	business

with	the	vaunted	dealmaker.	He	demanded	everything;	he	offered	nothing.
“Trump	was	upset	at	the	notion	that	allies’	interests	should	be	taken	into
account.”11	So	Tracy	Wilkinson	and	Brian	Bennett	reported	in	the	Los	Angeles
Times	in	July	2017	about	Trump’s	review	of	the	Iran	nuclear	deal.	The	phrase
could	be	applied	to	almost	any	foreign	policy	matter.	Foreign	leaders	quickly
perceived	that	Trump	could	easily	be	manipulated,	but	never	reasoned	with.
On	June	5,	2017,	four	American	Arab	allies—Bahrain,	Egypt,	Saudi	Arabia,

and	the	United	Arab	Emirates—abruptly	cut	diplomatic	ties	with	a	fifth,	Qatar.
The	Saudi	bloc	accused	Qatar	of	support	for	terrorism.	They	suspended	Qatar’s
overflight	rights	and	restricted	trade	and	travel.	Iranian	president	Hassan
Rouhani	seized	the	opportunity	to	wedge	apart	the	pro-American	Gulf	states,
saying,	“Iran’s	airspace,	sea,	and	ground	transport	links	will	always	be	open	to
Qatar,	our	brotherly	and	neighbor	country.”12	Qatar’s	regional	ally	Turkey
reinforced	its	troop	presence	in	the	peninsular	emirate.
US	intelligence	services	soon	confirmed	that	Qatar	had	been	the	victim	of	a

disinformation	campaign	by	the	United	Arab	Emirates.	Karen	DeYoung	and
Ellen	Nakashima	reported	in	the	Washington	Post	on	July	16,	2017:

The	United	Arab	Emirates	orchestrated	the	hacking	of	Qatari	government	news	and	social
media	sites	in	order	to	post	incendiary	false	quotes	attributed	to	Qatar’s	emir,	Sheikh	Tamim
Bin	Hamad	al-Thani,	in	late	May	that	sparked	the	ongoing	upheaval	between	Qatar	and	its
neighbors,	according	to	U.S.	intelligence	officials.
Officials	became	aware	last	week	that	newly	analyzed	information	gathered	by	U.S.

intelligence	agencies	confirmed	that	on	May	23,	senior	members	of	the	UAE	government
discussed	the	plan	and	its	implementation.	The	officials	said	it	remains	unclear	whether	the
UAE	carried	out	the	hacks	itself	or	contracted	to	have	them	done.13



Given	Qatar’s	importance	to	Western	regional	strategy—it	houses	the	largest
American	base	in	the	Gulf,	from	which	the	Pentagon	flies	anti-ISIS	air	strikes—
the	Qatar	matter	called	for	utmost	delicacy.	Only	.	.	.	his	head	turned	by	Saudi
flattery	and	gifts,	President	Trump	had	already	taken	a	vehement	public	stand
against	Qatar.
“During	my	recent	trip	to	the	Middle	East	I	stated	that	there	can	no	longer	be

funding	of	Radical	Ideology.	Leaders	pointed	to	Qatar—look!”	he	tweeted	at
8:06	a.m.	on	June	6,	2017.	At	9:36	Trump	posted,	“So	good	to	see	the	Saudi
Arabia	visit	with	the	King	and	50	countries	already	paying	off.	They	said	they
would	take	a	hard	line	on	funding	.	.	.”	adding	at	9:44,	“.	.	.	extremism,	and	all
reference	was	pointing	to	Qatar.	Perhaps	this	will	be	the	beginning	of	the	end	to
the	horror	of	terrorism!”
As	Marc	Champion	and	Marek	Strzelecki	together	reported	for	Bloomberg

News	on	July	19:

United	Arab	Emirates	Foreign	Minister	Anwar	Gargash	confirmed	this	week	that	Trump’s
“very,	very	successful”	trip	to	the	Gulf	in	May	had	helped	trigger	the	decision	by	his	country
—together	with	Saudi	Arabia,	Egypt,	and	Bahrain—to	launch	a	political	and	economic	assault
on	Qatar.14

President	Trump	may	well	not	have	known	Qatar’s	importance	to	America’s
regional	military	strategy.	He	surely	did	know	that	Qatar’s	national	airline	had
once	been	a	tenant	in	New	York’s	Trump	Tower,	and	that	it	had	let	the	lease
lapse	in	2014.	Worse,	Qatar	had	unwisely	held	its	December	6,	2016,	national
day	celebration	in	Washington	in	the	National	Portrait	Gallery.	By	contrast,
Qatar’s	rival	Bahrain	had	correctly	sited	its	December	7,	2016,	national	day
celebration	in	Trump’s	Washington,	DC,	hotel.	Lobbyists	for	Saudi	Arabia	had
spent	$270,000	in	the	hotel	between	October	2016	and	March	2017.15	Whatever
the	motive,	the	result	badly	damaged	the	US	strategic	position—and	intensified
the	world’s	distrust	of	America’s	undisciplined	and	self-dealing	president.
The	increasingly	authoritarian	leaders	of	Poland	likewise	exploited	Trump’s

inattention	and	indifference.	In	chapter	7,	I	described	Trump’s	strange
indulgence	of	that	government’s	crackdown	on	press	freedoms	during	his	visit	to
Warsaw.	After	Trump	departed,	the	governing	party	seems	to	have	interpreted
his	praise	for	Poland	as	“safe,	strong,	and	free,”	as	permission	for	another
outrage,	this	time	against	Poland’s	courts.16	The	government	crammed	through
two	houses	of	parliament	a	bill	summarily	retiring	the	entire	Polish	Supreme
Court	and	empowering	the	governing	party’s	justice	minister	to	name	all	their
successors.	Only	by	mobilizing	demonstrations	larger	than	anything	since	the
end	of	communist	rule	in	1989	did	the	liberal	opposition	compel	Poland’s



president	to	veto	his	own	party’s	legislation.
The	Trump	presidency	empowered	dictators	worldwide,	by	dimming

American	ideals	and	by	hobbling	American	power.	In	the	first	six	months	of
2017,	the	government	of	Vietnam	arrested	fifteen	people	for	antistate	activities,
more	than	in	any	year	since	2011.	Matthew	Tostevin	reported	for	Reuters:

Every	activist	and	analyst	that	Reuters	interviewed	mentioned	a	perceived	shift	in	U.S.
priorities	under	Trump	as	a	new	factor	in	reducing	pressure	on	Vietnam’s	government.
Not	only	was	Washington	paying	less	attention	to	the	region	or	to	human	rights,	but	Trump

gave	Vietnam	less	reason	to	show	willingness	to	address	human	rights	issues	when	he	dropped
the	[Trans	Pacific	Partnership]	trade	deal,	in	the	name	of	an	“America	First”	policy.17

No	foreign	leader	manipulated	Trump	more	adeptly	than	Vladimir	Putin.
“Why	should	I	tell	Putin	what	to	do?”	Trump	had	demanded	at	a	July	27,	2016,
press	conference.18	Yet	it	often	seemed	that	Putin	had	found	a	way	to	tell	Trump
what	to	do.
Trump’s	deference	to	Putin	reverberated	through	the	western	alliance.

Countries	that	relied	on	the	United	States	to	protect	them	from	Russia	worried
that	they	could	rely	on	America	no	longer.	The	leaders	of	the	European	allies
knew	early	about	Donald	Trump’s	long	and	disreputable	financial	connections	to
Russia.	The	British	had	direct	access	to	the	US	collection	of	Russians	cackling
and	chortling	over	their	successful	penetration	of	the	American	election	system.
The	French	and	Germans	and	Poles	had	sources	of	their	own.	All	could
recognize	in	Donald	Trump	something	much	graver	than	a	merely	difficult
partner.	Trump	seemed	intent	on	a	diplomatic	revolution.	At	the	core	of	this
revolution:	a	presidentially	led	assault	on	the	cohesion	of	the	European	Union.
George	W.	Bush	observed	in	2003,	“Since	the	end	of	World	War	II,	the

United	States	has	strongly	supported	European	unity	as	the	best	path	to
European	peace	and	prosperity.”19	That	was	a	precisely	accurate	statement.	From
Truman	through	Obama,	America’s	European	policy	has	been	strikingly
consistent:	the	United	States	has	supported	a	democratic	and	united	Europe
joined	to	Canada	and	the	United	States	by	NATO.
“We	recognize	we	will	benefit	more	from	a	strong	and	equal	partner	than

from	a	weak	one.”20	Those	words	happen	to	have	been	pronounced	by	Bill
Clinton.	They	could	as	easily	have	appeared	in	a	speech	by	any	of	his
predecessors	or	successors.	Until	Trump.	Trump	has	more	than	once	dismissed
NATO	as	“obsolete.”	In	an	interview	at	the	time	of	the	Republican	convention,
he	repeatedly	and	forcefully	expressed	uncertainty	about	whether,	as	president,
he	would	honor	America’s	NATO	obligations	to	small	countries	threatened	by
Russia.21	He	cheered	Britain’s	exit	from	the	European	Union.	Trump	and	his



chief	campaign	strategist,	Steve	Bannon,	made	common	cause	with	populist
nationalists	working	to	end	the	European	Union	outright.	President-Elect	Trump
received	Nigel	Farage,	the	former	leader	of	the	UK	Independence	Party,	before
he	met	British	Prime	Minister	Theresa	May.	Before	Bannon	joined	the	Trump
campaign,	he	promoted	the	Dutch	politician	Geert	Wilders	and	France’s	Marine
Le	Pen	on	his	Breitbart.com	website.	Hungary’s	authoritarian	prime	minister,
Viktor	Orbán,	claimed	to	have	been	granted	a	call	with	President-Elect	Trump	in
November	before	the	president	of	France.
As	president,	Trump	sharpened	his	hostility	to	the	European	allies.	Reuters

reported	in	February	on	an	encounter	with	Steve	Bannon	that	persuaded	Peter
Wittig,	Germany’s	ambassador	to	the	United	States,	to	prepare	for	a	policy	of
“hostility	towards	the	EU.”22	Ambassador	Wittig	proved	prescient.
“You	have	to	think	about	it	this	way:	We	are	in	a	trade	war.	We	have	been	for

decades.”	So	said	Trump’s	secretary	of	commerce,	Wilbur	Ross,	on	CNBC	on
March	31,	2017.23	Secretary	Ross	did	not	specify	America’s	enemies	in	that	war,
but	his	frequent	coauthor	Peter	Navarro—appointed	by	President	Trump	to	head
a	newly	created	“National	Trade	Council”—identified	Germany	as	one	of	them.
“Germany	is	one	of	the	most	difficult	trade	deficits	that	we’re	going	to	have	to
deal	with	but	we’re	thinking	long	and	hard	about	that,”	said	Navarro	in	a	March
6,	2017,	speech.24
Trump’s	diplomacy	reserved	its	smiles	for	nondemocracies	that	offered

commercial	opportunities,	not	only	in	the	Persian	Gulf	and	the	Philippines,	but
even	in	the	case	of	as	bad	an	actor	as	Recep	Erdoğan’s	Turkey,	also	home	to	a
major	Trump-branded	project	in	Istanbul.	Secretary	of	State	Rex	Tillerson
visited	Turkey	on	July	15,	2017,	the	one-year	anniversary	of	an	attempted	coup
that	the	Erdoğan	regime	had	used	as	an	excuse	for	mass	roundups	of	political
opponents,	and	especially	journalists.	In	April	2017,	a	fraud-stained	referendum
had	approved	constitutional	amendments	that	would	empower	Erdoğan	to	rule
for	life.	Yet	Tillerson	had	this	to	say	at	Erdoğan’s	self-honoring	anniversary
ceremony:

We’re	all	here	in	Istanbul	at	a	momentous	time.	Nearly	a	year	ago,	the	Turkish	people—brave
men	and	women—stood	up	against	coup	plotters	and	defended	their	democracy.25

New	friendships	sought	among	dictatorships;	old	friendships	burned	among
democracies.	That	was	the	product	of	“thinking	long	and	hard.”
The	key	element	of	this	long	and	hard	thought:	a	new	refusal	by	the	Trump

administration	to	respect	the	European	Union’s	2007	treaty	agreement	to	adopt	a
common	external	trade	policy.	In	consequence,	EU	member	nations	no	longer



field	their	own	trade	negotiators—a	fact	that	President	Trump	steadfastly	refused
to	acknowledge.	“The	negotiators	for	Germany	have	done	a	far	better	job	than
the	negotiators	for	the	United	States,”	Trump	said	at	a	March	18,	2017,	joint
press	conference	in	Washington.	“But	hopefully	we	can	even	it	out.”26	Merkel
reminded	him	at	that	same	press	conference:	“The	European	Union	is
negotiating	those	agreements	for	all	of	the	member	states.”27

Trump	often	revealed	ignorance	of	basic	facts	about	the	international	order,
but	something	more	than	ignorance	was	at	work	here.	In	his	March	speech,
Navarro	had	explicitly	cited	Germany’s	EU	treaty	commitments	as	a	flimsy
excuse	the	United	States	would	ignore	under	President	Trump.	“I	think	that	it
would	be	useful	to	have	candid	discussions	with	Germany	about	ways	that	we
could	possibly	get	that	deficit	reduced	outside	the	boundaries	and	restrictions
that	they	claim	that	they	are	under”	(my	italics).
President	Trump	returned	to	the	theme	on	Twitter	on	May	30,	2017,	writing,

“We	have	a	MASSIVE	trade	deficit	with	Germany,	plus	they	pay	FAR	LESS
than	they	should	on	NATO	&	military.	Very	bad	for	U.S.	This	will	change.”28	By
then,	though,	something	else	had	changed	too.	At	a	major	speech	in	Munich	on
May	28,	2017,	ten	days	after	her	first	bilateral	meeting	with	Trump,	Merkel	had
brought	down	the	curtain	on	an	epoch	in	US-Germany	relations.	Speaking	in	her
characteristically	careful	style,	the	chancellor	delivered	a	warning	to	Germans
and	Americans	alike:

The	times	when	we	could	completely	rely	on	others	are,	to	an	extent,	over.	I	experienced	that
in	the	last	few	days,	and	therefore	I	can	only	say	that	we	Europeans	must	really	take	our	fate
into	our	own	hands,	of	course	in	friendship	with	the	United	States	and	in	friendship	with	Great
Britain	and	as	good	neighbors	wherever	it	is	possible,	also	with	Russia	and	also	with	all	the
other	countries.	But	we	need	to	know	that	we	have	to	fight	for	our	own	future	and	destiny	as
Europeans.29

This	is	precisely	what	Trump	rejected.	Past	American	presidents	heralded	a
more	united	Europe	as	a	counterweight	to	the	Soviet	Union	and	then	Russia.	A
united	Europe	would	be	a	superpower	in	its	own	right,	with	a	population	more
than	triple	that	of	Russia	and	an	economy	more	than	twelve	times	as	large.
Trump	resented	European	unity	because	it	also	enhanced	European	power	as
against	the	United	States.	Trump	interpreted	international	affairs	as	he
interpreted	everything:	as	a	struggle	for	dominance,	never	cooperation	among
equals.
In	his	February	2017	CPAC	address,	Trump	expressed	plainly	his	vision	of	a

world	economy	in	which	America	domineered	over	a	subservient	planet.	“We
are	going	to	make	trade	deals,	but	we’re	going	to	do	one-on-one,	one-on-one.



And	if	they	misbehave,	we	terminate	the	deal.	And	then	they’ll	come	back	and
we’ll	make	a	better	deal.	None	of	these	big	quagmire	deals	that	are	a	disaster.”30

The	beauty	of	one-on-one	deals,	from	Trump’s	point	of	view,	is	that	in	such
deals	the	United	States	for	the	foreseeable	future	will	almost	always	overawe	its
counterparty.	It	can	impose	one-sided	terms,	act	as	judge	and	jury	in	its	own
cause,	demand	endless	revisions	in	its	own	favor.
The	Americans	and	friends	of	America	who	built	the	post-1945	world	order

foresaw	the	temptation	to	abuse	American	dominance.	They	had	fought	a	terrible
war	against	would-be	global	empires.	They	repudiated	constructing	one	of	their
own.	They	keenly	appreciated	America’s	unique	power	and	unrivaled	wealth.
They	understood	that	these	advantages	would	diminish	over	time.	They
deliberately	built	a	world	system	that	accorded	large	and	small	states	more
equality	of	respect	than	ever	before	in	world	history.	They	designed	trade	and
treaty	systems	governed	by	rules,	rules	to	which	the	United	States	would	submit
like	any	other	country.	Indeed,	they	intended	exactly	the	things	that	Donald
Trump	now	complains	about:	that	the	United	States	would	have	to	make
concessions	to	smaller	partners,	that	it	would	not	act	as	judge	in	its	own	cases,
that	it	would	subordinate	its	parochial	and	immediate	national	interests	to	the
larger	and	more	enduring	collective	interest.	America	would	find	its	own
security	by	working	for	the	security	of	others.

Americans	accepted	a	new	world	order	that	constrained	their	own	power	in	part
because	they	were	accustomed	to	such	constraints	at	home.	The	US	Constitution
likewise	overweights	smaller	states	and	rural	minorities	against	urban	majorities.
But	they	had	also	learned	from	the	catastrophes	of	world	history.	It	is	dangerous
for	any	state,	no	matter	how	strong,	to	attempt	to	subordinate	all	others.	Selfish
hegemons	from	the	Habsburg	emperor	Charles	V	to	the	Soviet	dictator	Joseph
Stalin	summoned	up	coalitions	to	topple	them—and	no	single	state	could	ever
prevail	against	so	many	adversaries.	In	the	world	as	at	home,	systems	that	serve
the	interests	of	all	endure	better	than	systems	that	oppress	many	to	serve	a	few.
Upholding	that	system	has	become	even	more	challenging	since	the	end	of	the

Cold	War.	American	allies	feel	less	frightened	of	Russia,	more	attracted	by	the
opportunities	of	a	rising	China,	and	less	accepting	of	American	actions	they
dislike,	from	the	Iraq	War	to	electronic	surveillance.	(Germans	acclaim	Obama
now,	but	after	the	Snowden	revelations	of	2014	the	German	government
expelled	the	CIA	station	chief	in	Berlin,	a	shocking	action	by	a	NATO	partner.31)
Whoever	became	president	in	2016	would	need	extraordinary	vision	and	tact	to
manage	a	more	refractory	world	system,	one	in	which	year	by	year	the	United
States	and	its	core	allies	counted	for	less,	and	China,	India,	and	other	emerging



economies	counted	for	more.	Instead,	the	United	States	stumbled	into	a
presidency	determined	to	smash	that	system.	Trump	hoped	that	an	unconstrained
America	could	grab	more	power	for	itself	(and	thereby	for	him).	He	never
understood	that	America’s	power	arose	not	only	from	its	own	wealth	and	its	own
military	force,	but	from	its	centrality	to	a	network	of	friends	and	allies.

During	the	election	cycle,	external	observers	of	American	politics	often
wondered—and	sharply	pressed	anyone	they	regarded	as	a	DC	insider—whether
there	might	be	some	method	to	Trump’s	madness.	Did	his	outbursts	and	tirades,
disconcerting	as	they	were,	perhaps	follow	some	shrewd	strategy?	After	Election
Day,	the	hunt	for	Trump’s	logic	naturally	intensified.
It	did	not	take	long	for	that	search	to	be	abandoned	as	futile.	Receiving	Sergey

Lavrov,	the	Russian	foreign	minister,	in	the	Oval	Office	in	mid-May,	Trump
blurted	a	crucial	counterterrorism	secret	entrusted	to	the	United	States	by	a
regional	ally.	Greg	Miller	and	Greg	Jaffe	reported	for	the	Washington	Post	on
May	15,	2017:

In	his	meeting	with	Lavrov,	Trump	seemed	to	be	boasting	about	his	inside	knowledge	of	the
looming	threat.	“I	get	great	intel.	I	have	people	brief	me	on	great	intel	every	day,”	the
president	said,	according	to	an	official	with	knowledge	of	the	exchange.
Trump	went	on	to	discuss	aspects	of	the	threat	that	the	United	States	learned	only	through

the	espionage	capabilities	of	a	key	partner.	He	did	not	reveal	the	specific	intelligence-
gathering	method,	but	he	described	how	the	Islamic	State	was	pursuing	elements	of	a	specific
plot	and	how	much	harm	such	an	attack	could	cause	under	varying	circumstances.	Most
alarmingly,	officials	said,	Trump	revealed	the	city	in	the	Islamic	State’s	territory	where	the
U.S.	intelligence	partner	detected	the	threat.32

From	that	point,	speculation	about	Trump’s	secret	strategy	almost	entirely
ceased.	“More	and	more,	he	looks	like	a	complete	moron,”	a	veteran	of	Trump’s
presidential	campaign	groused	to	the	Daily	Beast.33
Moron	or	no,	Trump	remained	the	president	and	still	wielded	the	vast	power

of	that	office—or	anyway	could	do	so	on	days	he	bothered	to	show	up,	pay
attention,	and	make	decisions.	This	fact	could	not	be	ignored	or	elided.	If	a
Donald	Trump	presidency	could	happen,	anything	could	happen.	American
words	could	no	longer	be	trusted,	American	reactions	no	longer	predicted.	If,	as
seemed	increasingly	possible,	Trump	had	been	helped	into	the	presidency	by	a
Russian	intelligence	operation,	then	the	ultimate	guarantor	of	the	whole	world
order	had	revealed	a	system-shaking	vulnerability—as	if	the	Red	Cross	could
not	manage	a	blood	bank,	as	if	the	Federal	Reserve	had	run	out	of	dollars.	Every
international	actor,	benign	or	malign,	had	to	take	the	new	information	into
account.	America’s	friends	might	hope	that	the	Trump	presidency	would	prove



short,	its	activities	limited	and	ineffectual.	They	could	count	the	months	and
minutes	until	a	return	to	something	more	like	normal.	But	things	could	never
wholly	return	to	normal	again,	could	they?
Long	after	Donald	Trump	retires	to	the	great	golf	club	in	the	sky,	prudent

allies	will	remember	what	the	Trump	presidency	revealed	about	the	American
political	system,	and	not	just	the	single	man	who	held	that	office.
In	a	2014	speech,	Trump’s	future	political	adviser	Steve	Bannon	proposed

Vladimir	Putin	as	the	true	leader	of	a	new	kind	of	global	conservative
movement.	Bannon	is	a	vague	and	discursive	talker	who	habitually	attributes	his
own	thoughts	to	unnamed	others,	so	it’s	necessary	to	quote	him	at	some	length.

At	least	Putin	is	standing	up	for	traditional	institutions,	and	he’s	trying	to	do	it	in	a	form	of
nationalism—and	I	think	that	people,	particularly	in	certain	countries,	want	to	see	the
sovereignty	for	their	country,	they	want	to	see	nationalism	for	their	country.	They	don’t
believe	in	this	kind	of	pan-European	Union	or	they	don’t	believe	in	the	centralized
government	in	the	United	States.	They’d	rather	see	more	of	a	states-based	entity	that	the
founders	originally	set	up	where	freedoms	were	controlled	at	the	local	level.
We	the	Judeo-Christian	West	really	have	to	look	at	what	he’s	[Putin]	talking	about	as	far	as

traditionalism	goes—particularly	the	sense	of	where	it	supports	the	underpinnings	of
nationalism—and	I	happen	to	think	that	the	individual	sovereignty	of	a	country	is	a	good	thing
and	a	strong	thing.	I	think	strong	countries	and	strong	nationalist	movements	in	countries
make	strong	neighbors,	and	that	is	really	the	building	blocks	that	built	Western	Europe	and	the
United	States,	and	I	think	it’s	what	can	see	us	forward.
You	know,	Putin’s	been	quite	an	interesting	character.	He’s	also	very,	very,	very	intelligent.

I	can	see	this	in	the	United	States	where	he’s	playing	very	strongly	to	social	conservatives
about	his	message	about	more	traditional	values.34

The	conservative	journalist	Chris	Caldwell	articulated	a	more	lucid
explication	of	Bannon’s	2014	message	at	Hillsdale	College	in	February	2017:

So	why	are	people	thinking	about	Putin	as	much	as	they	do?	Because	he	has	become	a	symbol
of	national	self-determination.	Populist	conservatives	see	him	the	way	progressives	once	saw
Fidel	Castro,	as	the	one	person	who	says	he	won’t	submit	to	the	world	that	surrounds	him.
You	didn’t	have	to	be	a	Communist	to	appreciate	the	way	Castro,	whatever	his	excesses,	was
carving	out	a	space	of	autonomy	for	his	country.
In	the	same	way,	Putin’s	conduct	is	bound	to	win	sympathy	even	from	some	of	Russia’s

enemies,	the	ones	who	feel	the	international	system	is	not	delivering	for	them.	Generally,	if
you	like	that	system,	you	will	consider	Vladimir	Putin	a	menace.	If	you	don’t	like	it,	you	will
have	some	sympathy	for	him.	Putin	has	become	a	symbol	of	national	sovereignty	in	its	battle
with	globalism.	That	turns	out	to	be	the	big	battle	of	our	times.35

In	that	battle—if	a	battle	is	the	right	metaphor—Donald	Trump	has	aligned
with	Putin	against	almost	all	of	America’s	most	important	allies,	and	the	US
national	security	apparatus	has	demonstrated	an	incapacity	to	constrain	or
moderate	him.	Vivian	Salama	of	the	Associated	Press	reported	in	mid-July	2017:



Deep	divisions	are	increasingly	apparent	within	the	administration	on	the	best	way	to	approach
Moscow	in	the	midst	of	U.S.	investigations	into	Russian	meddling	in	the	American
presidential	election.	Trump	has	repeatedly	cast	doubt	on	the	conclusion	of	U.S.	intelligence
agencies	that	the	Russian	government	sought	to	tip	the	election	in	his	favor	and	has	dismissed
investigations	into	the	possibility	of	collusion	between	his	campaign	and	Moscow	as	a	“witch
hunt.”
Meanwhile,	he	has	pushed	for	cooperation	between	Moscow	and	Washington	on	various

matters	including	the	raging	conflict	in	Syria.
But	some	top	aides,	including	National	Security	Adviser	Gen.	H.R.	McMaster,	have	been

warning	that	Putin	is	not	to	be	trusted.	.	.	.
[One	US	official	said]	diplomats	and	intelligence	officials	were	“dumbfounded”	by	the

president’s	approach.36

The	dumbfounding	only	accelerated	from	there.
Days	previous	to	that	AP	report,	Greg	Jaffe	and	Adam	Entous	broke	the	news

in	the	Washington	Post	that	the	Trump	administration	had	terminated	aid	to
CIA-backed	anti-Assad	forces	inside	Syria.37	The	Trump	administration	had
signaled	this	decision	in	late	March	2017,	when	it	announced	that	it	would	no
longer	demand	the	ouster	of	the	Syrian	dictator	Bashar	al-Assad—a	reversal	not
only	of	Obama	administration	policy,	but	of	a	long-standing	Republican
congressional	demand.38
Assad	must	go,	insisted	Senate	Majority	Leader	Mitch	McConnell	at	a	press

conference	in	April	2017.	“I	don’t	see	how	there	can	possibly	be	any	settlement
in	Syria	that	includes	Bashar	al	Assad.	I	just	can’t	imagine	after	all	the
butchering	of	his	own	people	that	he’s	been	doing	now	for	four	or	five	years	that
there	could	be	any	successful	conclusion	to	this	chaos	with	him	still	there.”39

“Assad	must	go,”	read	the	headline	on	an	April	2017	press	release	from	Ed
Royce,	the	Republican	chair	of	the	House	Foreign	Affairs	Committee.	“With
more	than	480,000	people	killed	by	the	regime,	and	14	million	driven	from	their
homes,	it	is	clear	there	is	no	hope	for	real	peace	in	Syria	until	Assad	is	held
accountable.”40

Assad	must	go,	had	declared	a	group	of	Republicans	on	the	Senate	Foreign
Relations	Committee:	Florida’s	Marco	Rubio,	Colorado’s	Cory	Gardner,
Oklahoma’s	James	Lankford,	and	Tennessee’s	Bob	Corker,	the	committee’s
chairman.41	Assad	must	go,	agreed	two	Republicans	on	the	Senate	Armed
Services	Committee:	John	McCain	and	Tom	Cotton.42
“Assad’s	crimes	against	humanity	cannot	go	unanswered,”	declared	House

Speaker	Paul	Ryan	in	a	May	2017	statement.43	“The	United	States	of	America
should	be	prepared	to	use	military	force	to	strike	military	targets	of	the	Assad
regime,”	intoned	Mike	Pence	in	the	October	2016	vice	presidential	debate.44



Against	this	overwhelming	party	consensus,	Trump	imposed	a	policy	about-
face.	“This	is	a	momentous	decision.	Putin	won	in	Syria,”	said	one	of	the
Washington	Post’s	sources	on	the	policy	reversal.
The	regulars	lost	on	staffing	too.
The	former	national	security	adviser	Michael	Flynn	had	chosen	as	his	deputy

K.	T.	McFarland,	a	Fox	News	host	who	had	last	served	in	government	in	the
1980s	as	a	speechwriter	to	Secretary	of	Defense	Caspar	Weinberger.	Bloomberg
reported	in	early	April	that	Flynn’s	replacement,	H.	R.	McMaster,	had	forced
McFarland	out,	banishing	her	9,700	miles	and	eight	time	zones	away	to	the
ambassadorship	to	Singapore.45	Three	months	later,	McFarland	was	still	in
Washington,	still	coming	to	work	at	the	NSC.
Trump	appointed	as	a	counterterrorism	adviser	Sebastian	Gorka,	a	Breitbart

blogger	who	pleaded	guilty	in	August	2016	to	attempting	to	board	a	flight	at
Reagan	Airport	with	a	gun	in	his	carry-on	bag.46	It	took	almost	nine	months	for
H.	R.	McMaster	and	Chief	of	Staff	John	Kelly	to	dispense	with	Gorka’s	services
to	the	United	States.
The	most	disturbing	personality	in	the	Trump	national	security	system,

however,	was	always	Trump	himself.	Enraged	by	information	that	law
enforcement	agencies	had	surveilled	his	campaign	chairman,	Paul	Manafort,
President	Trump	emitted	a	bizarre	sequence	of	tweets	on	March	4,	2017.	Trump
alleged	that	former	president	Obama	had	ordered	listening	devices	installed	to
monitor	Trump	himself.	“How	low	has	President	Obama	gone	to	tapp	[sic]	my
phones	during	the	very	sacred	election	process.	This	is	Nixon/Watergate	stuff.
Bad	or	sick	guy!”47	In	an	effort	to	substantiate	Trump’s	wild	and	false	claims,
press	secretary	Sean	Spicer	repeated	at	the	White	House	briefing	podium	an
assertion	by	a	Fox	News	personality	that	Britain’s	signal	agency	GCHQ	had
carried	out	the	“tapping”	at	Obama’s	behest.	That	assertion	was	in	turn	based	on
rumors	circulated	on	Russian	television	and	pro-Moscow	websites.	An	obviously
embarrassed	Spicer	raced	through	a	mumbled	reading	of	the	allegation.	However
miserably	Spicer	felt	about	it,	he	dutifully	hurled	the	false	and	alliance-damaging
accusation	from	behind	the	Great	Seal	of	the	United	States.48	In	a	September	1,
2017,	court	filing	the	Trump	Department	of	Justice	would	formally	acknowledge
that	the	president’s	accusation	of	“tapps”	had	been	baseless	from	the	start.	“Both
FBI	and	NSD	[the	National	Security	Division	within	the	FBI]	confirm	that	they
have	no	records	related	to	wiretaps	as	described	by	the	March	4,	2017,	tweets.”49

But	if	Trump	was	not	“tapped,”	his	future	campaign	chair	Paul	Manafort
apparently	had	been	surveilled,	for	reasons	most	likely	arising	from	Manafort’s
work	for	the	pro-Russian	regime	in	Ukraine	overthrown	in	2014.	That
surveillance	may	have	swept	up	conversations	with	candidate	Trump.



How	were	allies	to	interpret	all	this?	A	president	caught	in	surveillance
because	he	had	accepted	pro	bono	campaign	services	from	the	same	operative
who	had	previously	served	Putin’s	many	in	Kyiv?	Something	had	obviously
gone	terribly	wrong	inside	the	American	national	security	apparatus.	That
apparatus	abruptly	seemed	largely	powerless	to	protect	itself,	much	less	friends
and	allies.	What	choice	did	those	allies	and	friends	have	except	to	make	their
own	new	arrangements	for	a	world	in	which	the	United	States	could	no	longer	be
trusted?	In	which	the	president	of	the	United	States	seemed	at	best	a	destructive
incompetent;	at	worst,	an	outright	Russian	intelligence	asset?
The	wrongness	sank	deeper	than	national	strategy,	deeper	than	military

affairs,	deeper	than	staff	and	secrets.	The	wrongness	seemed	to	have	darkened
and	distorted	the	very	idea	of	America	to	the	rest	of	the	world.
Early	in	1990,	in	the	joyous	months	after	the	collapse	of	the	communist

regimes	of	central	Europe,	Czechoslovakia’s	president,	Václav	Havel,	addressed
a	joint	session	of	Congress.	To	explain	the	past	and	future	of	his	own	country,
the	great	writer	interwove	a	long	meditation	on	what	the	United	States	had
meant	to	Europe	and	the	world.

Wasn’t	it	the	best	minds	of	your	country,	people	you	could	call	intellectuals,	who	wrote	your
famous	Declaration	of	Independence,	your	bill	of	human	rights,	and	your	Constitution	and
who,	above	all,	took	upon	themselves	practical	responsibility	for	putting	them	into
practice?	.	.	.	Those	great	documents	.	.	.	inspire	us	all;	they	inspire	us	despite	the	fact	that	they
are	over	200	years	old.	They	inspire	us	to	be	citizens.50

Which	democratic	ally	would	address	the	United	States	Congress	in	such
terms	in	the	Trump	era?	The	government	of	the	United	States	seems	to	have
made	common	cause	with	the	planet’s	thugs,	crooks,	and	dictators	against	its
own	ideals—and	in	fact	to	have	imported	the	spirit	of	thuggery,	crookedness,
and	dictatorship	into	the	very	core	of	the	American	state,	into	the	most	solemn
symbolic	oval	center	of	its	law	and	liberty.	The	man	inside	that	oval	center	did
not	act	alone.	He	held	his	power	with	the	connivance	of	others.	They	executed
his	orders	and	empowered	his	whims	for	crass	and	cowardly	reasons	of	their
own:	partisanship,	ambition,	greed	for	gain,	eagerness	for	attention,	ideological
zeal,	careerist	conformity,	or—in	the	worst	cases—malicious	glee	in	the	wreck
of	things	they	could	never	have	built	themselves.	They	claim	the	symbols	of	the
republic	as	they	subvert	its	institutions.	They	pin	the	flag	to	their	lapels	before
commencing	the	day’s	work	of	lying,	obstructing,	and	corrupting.	They	speak
for	America	to	a	world	that	remembers	a	different	and	better	America.	But	that
memory	is	already	fading	into	a	question	of	whether	it	was	not	perhaps	always
an	illusion,	whether	this	new	regime	of	deceit	and	brutishness	will	not	only	form



the	future—but	whether	it	also	retrospectively	discredits	the	American	past.



Chapter	9
Autoimmune	Disorder

If	the	national	security	apparatus	could	not	constrain	President	Trump,	neither
would	it	go	down	without	a	struggle.	Trump	had	the	power	of	the	presidency;	his
bureaucratic	opponents,	the	weapon	of	the	leak.	No	administration	ever	has	been
so	perforated	by	leaks	as	Donald	Trump’s.	As	the	joke	went,	it	fell	to	Donald
Trump	to	deliver	on	Barack	Obama’s	promise	of	“the	most	transparent
administration	ever.”
Those	leaks	thwarted	many	of	the	worst	impulses	of	the	new	Trump

administration.	Leaks	swiftly	removed	from	office	Trump’s	profoundly
compromised	first	choice	for	national	security	adviser,	Michael	Flynn.	Leaks
alerted	the	world	that	President	Trump	had	blabbed	a	crucial	military	secret	to
the	Russian	foreign	minister.	Leaks	deterred	the	Trump	administration	from
lifting	sanctions	on	Russia	as	soon	as	it	entered	office,	as	Michael	Isikoff
reported	for	Yahoo	News	in	June	2017:

In	the	early	weeks	of	the	Trump	administration,	former	Obama	administration	officials	and
State	Department	staffers	fought	an	intense,	behind-the-scenes	battle	to	head	off	efforts	by
incoming	officials	to	normalize	relations	with	Russia,	according	to	multiple	sources	familiar
with	the	events.
Unknown	to	the	public	at	the	time,	top	Trump	administration	officials,	almost	as	soon	as

they	took	office,	tasked	State	Department	staffers	with	developing	proposals	for	the	lifting	of
economic	sanctions,	the	return	of	diplomatic	compounds	and	other	steps	to	relieve	tensions
with	Moscow.
These	efforts	to	relax	or	remove	punitive	measures	imposed	by	President	Obama	in

retaliation	for	Russia’s	intervention	in	Ukraine	and	meddling	in	the	2016	election	alarmed
some	State	Department	officials,	who	immediately	began	lobbying	congressional	leaders	to
quickly	pass	legislation	to	block	the	move,	the	sources	said.1



Yet	the	same	leaks	that	thwarted	Trump’s	pro-Putin	agenda	also	exacted	a
heavy	price.	Those	leaks	revealed	US	surveillance	capabilities	in	a	way	that
compromised	national	security.	For	example,	Greg	Miller,	Adam	Entous,	and
Ellen	Nakashima	broke	the	news	in	the	February	9,	2017,	Washington	Post	that
Flynn	had	lied	when	he	denied	speaking	to	Russian	ambassador	Sergey	Kislyak
about	sanctions	relief.

Nine	current	and	former	officials,	who	were	in	senior	positions	at	multiple	agencies	at	the	time
of	the	calls,	spoke	on	the	condition	of	anonymity	to	discuss	intelligence	matters.
All	of	those	officials	said	Flynn’s	references	to	the	election-related	sanctions	were	explicit.

Two	of	those	officials	went	further,	saying	that	Flynn	urged	Russia	not	to	overreact	to	the
penalties	being	imposed	by	President	Barack	Obama,	making	clear	that	the	two	sides	would	be
in	position	to	review	the	matter	after	Trump	was	sworn	in	as	president.
“Kislyak	was	left	with	the	impression	that	the	sanctions	would	be	revisited	at	a	later	time,”

said	a	former	official.2

Kislyak,	being	no	novice	and	no	fool,	would	have	conducted	his	conversation
with	Flynn	by	some	modality	he	regarded	as	safe	from	American	surveillance.	In
order	to	expose	Flynn’s	lie,	the	nine	officials	who	talked	to	the	Post	also
revealed	to	the	Russians	that	the	United	States	had	cracked	a	link	that	Russian
intelligence	operatives	had	regarded	as	secure.
It	had	to	be	assumed	that	the	Russian	embassy	would	immediately	alter	its

communications	methods,	denying	the	United	States	future	information	flows,	at
least	for	some	period	of	time.	To	protect	the	United	States	from	a	compromised
national	security	adviser,	nine	senior	intelligence	officials	agreed	to	burn	an
important	American	national	secret.
Such	trade-offs	would	occur	again	and	again.
As	noted	in	the	previous	chapter,	Trump	blurted	an	important	secret	to

Russian	foreign	minister	Sergey	Lavrov	in	the	Oval	Office	on	May	10,	2017.
Trump’s	boastful	blabber	mouthery	was	bad	for	many	reasons,	but	on	its	own,
the	blurt	may	have	done	only	limited	harm.	The	secret	purportedly	exposed	an
Israeli	penetration	of	ISIS	communications.	The	Russians	might	have	shared	that
information	with	their	clients	inside	Syria	and	their	partners	in	Iran.	But	would
any	of	those	actors—Russia,	Iran,	or	the	Assad	regime—have	shared	the
information	with	ISIS?	Perhaps	ISIS	in	turn	has	penetrated	the	Assad	regime.
Still,	all	those	risks	were	more	roundabout	than	what	happened	next:	the	possible
divulgence	of	the	substance	of	the	secret	to	the	news	media	by	disgusted	national
security	professionals.	(I’ve	used	hedged	language	here	because	it	is	not
impossible	that	the	secondary	round	of	leaks	consisted	of	deliberate
disinformation	from	national	security	professionals,	frantically	trying	to
minimize	the	harm	of	the	president’s	mistake.)



Even	if	the	round-two	leaks	were	disinformation,	however,	the	revelation,	as
legitimately	public	spirited	as	it	was,	inflicted	yet	another	harm.	A	president—
any	president—would	normally	expect	his	staff	to	protect	the	confidentiality	of
his	deliberations,	including	the	inevitable	mistakes	that	any	human	being	will
make:	the	goofs,	gaffes,	grievances,	lapses	of	memory,	political	incorrectnesses,
and	remarks-best-not-repeated-outside-this-room	that	have	echoed	off	the	walls
of	government	ever	since	those	walls	were	erected.
Donald	Trump	says	more	things	that	should	not	be	said	than	any	president	in

American	history.	But	also	more	than	any	president	in	history,	he	works	in	an
office	he	cannot	trust	and	knows	he	cannot	trust.	Donald	Trump	may	not	be	a
proper	president,	or	a	competent	president,	or	a	patriotic	president,	or	even	a
legitimate	president	in	any	larger	ethical	sense	of	the	word	“legitimate.”	But	he
is	the	lawful	president,	charged	with	public	functions.	In	order	to	stop	him	from
betraying	his	office	and	the	country,	the	professionals	around	him	have	also
effectively	prevented	him	from	fulfilling	his	office	and	serving	his	country,
supposing	he	were	ever	minded	to	do	that.	He	must	do	his	job,	however	he
conceives	that	job,	within	a	narrow	ambit	of	relatives	and	cronies,	selected
mostly	for	their	negative	qualities:	their	lack	of	knowledge,	their	lack	of
experience,	their	lack	of	independence,	their	lack	of	integrity.	The	dysfunction
inside	the	White	House	is	Trump’s	fault,	but	it	is	not	only	Trump’s	problem.
The	executive	office	of	the	president	has	until	now	almost	always	been	staffed

by	committed	people	who	take	their	jobs	highly	seriously.	There	are	few
slackers	at	a	White	House.	The	smallest	jobs	must	be	done	with	the	greatest
care;	a	future	election	can	turn	on	whether	the	president	has	offended	a	local
notable	by	mispronouncing	her	husband’s	name.

The	Trump	White	House	is	a	mess	of	careless	slobs.	At	the	highest	levels,	one
sees	mutual	sabotage,	easily	decoded	“on	background”	name-calling,	false
filings	of	disclosure	documents,	and	institutionalized	lying	about	readily
ascertainable	facts.	The	failure	of	leadership	at	the	top	contaminates	the	whole
enterprise.	Even	the	most	routine	work	product	of	the	Trump	White	House	is
strewn	with	errors	of	spelling,	fact,	and	protocol,	sometimes	of	quite	serious
consequence.	Daniel	Dale	of	the	Toronto	Star	compiled	a	list	of	some	thirty	such
goofs.	The	funniest	was	perhaps	a	July	12,	2017,	release	attacking	the	accuracy
of	the	Congressional	Budget	Office	that	misspelled	the	word	“inaccurately”	as
“innacurately.”	The	most	serious	was	a	July	8	reference	to	China’s	Xi	Jinping	as
“president	of	the	Republic	of	China”—the	Republic	of	China	being	the	official
name	of	Taiwan,	of	course.	Along	the	way,	the	Trump	White	House	misspelled
not	only	the	names	of	many	of	its	own	newly	appointed	officials,	but	also	that	of



the	prime	minister	of	Great	Britain.3	In	a	prime-time	television	address	in	August
2017	about	his	decision	to	escalate	the	US	commitment	to	Afghanistan,
President	Trump	described	that	country’s	prime	minister	as	its	president.	More
bafflingly,	on	October	1,	2017,	the	official	spokesperson	for	the	Department	of
State	assured	the	world	via	Twitter	that	North	Korea	would	never	attain	the
“nuclear	capability”	it	had	in	fact	attained	in	2006.4

At	best,	the	dysfunction	of	the	Trump	team	has	actively	advanced	the	public
interest,	by	unintentionally	thwarting	the	Trump	administration’s	more	sinister
instincts.	But	at	worst,	the	casual	incompetence	has	risked	authentic	harm.
During	the	visit	of	Japanese	prime	minister	Shinzo	Abe	to	the	United	States	in
February	2017,	Trump	received	word	of	a	North	Korean	missile	test	while
dining	on	the	patio	at	his	Mar-a-Lago	club.	Rather	than	withdraw	into	the	secure
communications	area	established	for	a	president	wherever	he	may	go,	Trump
read	a	report	on	the	situation	on	the	spot,	illuminating	his	reading	by	the	light	of
aides’	cell	phones—a	shocking	security	breach.	Because	mobile	phones	can	so
easily	be	hacked	and	converted	into	spy	cameras,	it’s	not	permitted	even	to	bring
them	into	a	secure	facility,	much	less	to	point	them	at	a	sensitive	document.	Not
only	did	Trump	ignore	that	rule,	so	did	the	half	dozen	aides	who	crowded	around
him	in	the	photographs	snapped	by	other	diners	and	posted	on	Facebook.5	By	the
time	of	the	May	meeting	with	Lavrov,	these	egregious	departures	from	basic
operational	security	had	been	curbed,	to	the	public	benefit.
If	Trump	were	not	so	locked	into	a	tiny	circle	by	his	distrust	of	outsiders,	his

handling	of	health	care	reform	might	also	have	amounted	to	less	of	a	fiasco.
Trump	started	as	something	like	a	moderate	on	the	health	care	issue.	He	has
praised	the	universal	systems	of	Canada	and	the	United	Kingdom,	promised
broader	coverage,	and	defended	Medicaid	against	criticism	from	the
congressional	party.	It’s	easily	imaginable	that	a	more	professional	policy
process	inside	the	White	House	would	have	enabled	him	to	triangulate	against
both	congressional	Democrats	and	Republicans,	arriving	at	a	position	broadly
acceptable	to	much	of	public	opinion.	Given	Trump’s	extreme	ignorance	of
health	care	issues,	however,	such	a	plan	would	require	bringing	aboard	some
authentic	nonpartisan	experts	who	could	draft	a	policy	consistent	with	Trump’s
own	surprisingly	generous	instincts	on	the	issue.	But	by	the	time	the	health	care
debate	was	reaching	its	peak,	FBI	director	Comey	had	been	fired,	a	special
counsel,	Robert	Mueller,	had	been	appointed,	and	the	Trump	White	House	had
immured	itself	for	siege.	Welcoming	somebody	with	no	special	loyalty	to	Trump
into	the	council	of	such	an	embattled	president:	impossible	and	unthinkable.	This
enabled	the	do-or-die	House	Republicans	under	Speaker	Ryan	to	hornswoggle	a



president	with	no	particular	commitment	to	their	ideology	into	subscribing	to	the
most	crushingly	unpopular	item	on	their	agenda.
The	pattern	would	repeat	itself	on	tax	reform.	Trump	allowed	congressional

Republicans	to	write	a	tax	plan	that	delivered	little	or	nothing	to	his	own
constituencies	within	the	party.	Trump	relied	heavily	for	advice	on	a	treasury
secretary	so	politically	tone-deaf	that	he	had	sought	a	government	plane	to
transport	him	around	Europe	on	a	three-week	honeymoon.	A	more	modest
revision	of	the	notorious	inefficiency	of	the	corporate	income	tax	might	well
have	gained	bipartisan	support:	John	Kerry	had	endorsed	corporate-tax	reform	in
2004.	Instead,	Trump	committed	himself	to	yet	another	shove-it-through	plan
that	left	him	hostage	to	any	three	nervous	Republican	senators.
I	am	not	suggesting	here	that	Trump	was	a	victim	of	anything	or	anyone	other

than	himself.	There	were	sound	reasons	for	professionals	of	all	kinds	to	keep	a
far	distance	from	the	Trump	White	House.	Some	forty	people	were	indicted	as	a
result	of	the	Watergate	scandal.	Among	those	sentenced	to	prison:	the	attorney
general	of	the	United	States,	the	White	House	counsel,	and	President	Nixon’s
two	most	senior	White	House	aides.	A	dozen	men	were	convicted	or	pleaded
guilty	to	a	range	of	charges	after	the	Iran-Contra	affair.	White	Houses	can	be
dangerous	places	under	leadership	that	does	not	respect	the	law.	Official	lying	is
usually	unethical,	but	not	always	illegal—until	suddenly	the	official	is	called
before	a	congressional	committee	or	federal	investigation.	Then	he	or	she	must
choose	either	to	confess	the	lie	or	repeat	it	under	oath.	The	terms	of	service	in
the	Trump	White	House	were	not	only	dishonorable	and	humiliating,	but	also
dangerous.	People	with	sense	and	people	with	options	preferred	to	stay	away.

Trump’s	abuse	of	the	power	of	the	presidency	invited	reciprocal	abuses	by
members	of	other	branches	of	government.
When	President	Trump	banned	travelers	from	certain	Muslim-majority

nations	from	entering	the	United	States,	he	was	exercising	a	lawful	power	of	his
office.	It’s	well-established	law	that	the	president	has	power	to	bar	“any	class	of
aliens”	both	as	immigrants	and	as	nonimmigrants	and	to	impose	on	their
ordinary	comings	and	goings	“any	restrictions	he	may	deem	appropriate.”6

Some	argued	that	Trump	violated	the	Constitution	by	imposing	a	restriction
that	disadvantaged	adherents	of	one	religion	from	traveling	to	the	United	States.
But	the	Constitution	applies	only	to	Americans.	The	Supreme	Court	ruled	as
recently	as	2015	that	the	president	could	deny	a	visa	to	an	alien	for	no	stated
reason	at	all!	Aliens	have	no	due	process	rights	against	the	United	States,	and	no
First	Amendment	rights	against	the	United	States.7
Yet	the	courts	have	shredded	Trump’s	travel	ban	anyway.	In	the	words	of	the



first	of	a	series	of	federal	judges	to	rule	against	the	Trump	administration:	the
courts	could	not	overlook	“significant	and	unrebutted	evidence	of	religious
animus	driving	the	promulgation	of	the	Executive	Order	and	its	related
predecessor.”8

To	amend	an	old	saying:	Bad	presidents	make	bad	law.	Because	President
Trump	behaved	in	what	the	courts	regarded	as	a	wrongful	way,	the	courts
responded	in	ways	they	would	have	regarded	as	wrongful	only	twelve	months
before.	For	it	was	not	only	one	judge	in	Hawaii	who	stripped	Trump	of	previous
presidential	powers;	the	travel	ban	litigation	would	snake	its	way	through	the
Ninth	Circuit	to	the	Supreme	Court,	the	Trump	administration	losing	at	almost
every	step	of	the	way.	(In	July	2017,	the	Supreme	Court	would	uphold	the
administration’s	rights	to	reduce	the	intake	of	previously	accepted	refugees.9)
In	the	travel	ban	litigation,	the	courts	asserted	a	new	power	to	disregard	long-

established	and	long-accepted	formal	law	if	the	president’s	personal	words
created	a	basis	for	mistrusting	his	motives.	In	response	to	the	danger	posed	by
Trump,	other	holders	of	American	power	are	tempted	to	jettison	their	historic
role	too,	and	to	use	any	tool	at	hand,	no	matter	how	doubtfully	legitimate,	to	stop
him.	In	order	to	save	the	constitutional	system,	its	defenders	are	at	risk	of
corroding	it.
Nowhere	is	that	risk	more	acute	than	in	the	realm	of	civilian-military	relations

—and	from	two	directions.

The	first	directional	risk	is	the	movement	of	the	military	into	government.
Barack	Obama	appointed	one	former	general,	Eric	Shinseki,	to	his	cabinet,	to
lead	the	Department	of	Veterans	Affairs,	and	another,	David	Petraeus,	to	head
the	Central	Intelligence	Agency.	George	W.	Bush	appointed	some	as	well,
including	Colin	Powell	as	secretary	of	state.	Bill	Clinton	appointed	a	general,
Barry	McCaffrey,	as	director	of	the	office	of	drug	control	policy,	and	an	admiral,
William	J.	Crowe,	as	his	first	ambassador	to	the	United	Kingdom.	Retired	and
active	generals	have	more	than	once	held	the	job	of	national	security	adviser:
Brent	Scowcroft	under	George	H.	W.	Bush;	Colin	Powell	under	Ronald	Reagan.

Never	before,	however,	had	a	president	concentrated	anything	near	so	much
power	in	former	military	hands	as	Donald	Trump	did.	The	National	Security	Act
of	1947	expressly	forbids	active	or	recently	retired	generals	from	serving	as	the
secretary	of	defense.	The	ban	was	waived	only	once	before,	in	September	1950,
to	permit	George	C.	Marshall	to	reorganize	the	US	armed	forces,	which	were
demoralized	after	their	humiliating	retreat	down	the	Korean	Peninsula.	No	such



emergency	existed	in	2017,	but	Trump	asked	for	and	got	a	second	waiver	to
appoint	James	Mattis	as	secretary	of	defense.
Trump	appointed	the	retired	general	John	Kelly	as	Homeland	Security

secretary	and	his	ally,	the	retired	general	Michael	Flynn,	as	national	security
adviser.	When	Flynn	was	forced	to	resign,	Trump	offered	the	post	to	a	retired
admiral,	Bob	Harward.	Harward	declined	because	Trump	would	not	allow	him
to	remove	Steve	Bannon	and	Jared	Kushner	from	the	NSC	principals’
committee.	Trump	next	turned	to	General	H.	R.	McMaster,	who	as	an	active-
duty	officer	could	not	refuse.	Another	general,	Keith	Kellogg,	was	awkwardly
inserted	alongside	the	“No,	I	won’t	go”	K.	T.	McFarland	as	a	second	deputy
national	security	adviser.	John	Kelly	would	replace	Reince	Priebus	as	White
House	chief	of	staff	on	July	28,	2017.	President	Trump	even	appointed	a	former
general	to	head	the	federal	bureau	of	prisons.10
These	are	all	honorable	and	capable	men.	The	United	States	is	lucky	to	have

their	service.	But	it’s	unprecedented	and	troubling	to	concentrate	so	many
former	military	people	into	any	administration.	In	this	administration,	the
concentration	sounds	even	louder	warnings.	The	nongenerals	in	high	office	in
the	Trump	administration	were	a	worryingly	weak	group.	Chris	Ruddy,	the	CEO
of	Newsmax,	emerged	from	a	February	2017	visit	with	the	president	to	disparage
Chief	of	Staff	Priebus	to	the	Washington	Post:

I	think	on	paper	Reince	looked	good	as	the	chief	of	staff—and	Donald	trusted	him—but	it’s
pretty	clear	the	guy	is	in	way	over	his	head.	He’s	not	knowledgeable	of	how	federal	agencies
work,	how	the	communications	operations	work.11

Trump’s	standing	secretary	of	state,	Rex	Tillerson,	was	weakened	by	a
troubling	Russia	history	of	his	own.	In	July	2017,	the	US	Treasury	Department
issued	a	stinging	assessment	of	Tillerson’s	former	employer:	“Exxon	Mobil
demonstrated	reckless	disregard	for	U.S.	sanctions	requirements.	Exxon	Mobil
caused	significant	harm	to	the	Ukraine-related	sanctions	program.”12	In	light	of
the	severity	of	those	words,	the	comparatively	light	fine	of	$2	million	raised	yet
more	questions	about	Tillerson’s	role	inside	government	and	out.	Even	without
that	backstory,	Tillerson	would	have	been	diminished	by	President	Trump’s
evident	disregard	for	him	and	his	own	systematic	deconstruction	of	the
department	he	headed.	As	late	as	midsummer	2017,	the	Trump	administration
had	not	submitted	nominations	for	the	assistant	secretaryships	of	Eurasian	and
East	Asian	affairs;	for	Near	Eastern	or	African	affairs;	for	chief	of	protocol,	for
chief	counselor,	or	for	its	top	counterterrorism	and	nonproliferation	jobs.13
Despite	crises	in	Spain	and	South	Korea,	the	United	States	had	no	ambassador	in
either	country	as	of	October	1,	2017.	There	was	not	even	a	State–White	House



liaison—which	may	explain	how	nobody	noticed	that	“Republic	of	China”
mistake.14
In	a	government	so	weak	and	mismanaged,	the	competence	of	its	former

military	personnel	exerted	even	more	gravity	than	otherwise.	Which	might	have
been	a	mercy—who	wouldn’t	prefer	that	the	United	States	be	led	by	James
Mattis	than	Donald	Trump?—but	for	this	fact:	Military	men,	like	people	trained
to	any	demanding	specialty,	acquire	certain	habits	of	mind,	certain	ways	of
looking	at	the	world.	Within	a	well-functioning	administration,	this	perspective
is	enriching;	within	an	administration	like	Donald	Trump’s,	it	can	be	supremely
dangerous.

High	among	those	dangers	is	impatience	with	law.	Military	people	are	selected,
trained,	and	promoted	to	get	results.	There	are	no	wrong	ways	to	win	a	battle,
after	all.	Procedures	and	protocols	are	all	very	well	in	their	way,	but	to	the
military	mind	they	never	can	be,	and	never	should	be,	ends	in	themselves.
Nobody	should	want	to	change	that	outlook!	But	that	outlook,	good	in	its	place,
must	always	be	balanced	in	a	republic	of	laws	by	the	lawyer’s	insistence	on	the
supremacy	of	legality.	The	most	wrenching	post-Watergate	scandal—Iran-
Contra—was	the	work	of	three	military	men	who	refused	to	heed	this	insistence:
John	Poindexter,	Bud	McFarlane,	and	Oliver	North.	Unlike	the	Watergate
burglars,	these	men	aimed	only	at	the	public	good	as	they	understood	it.	To	the
extent	that	the	trammels	of	the	law	impeded	them,	they	sliced	through	them	as	so
much	irritating	and	unnecessary	red	tape.	Under	a	president	who	despises	law
even	more	than	the	most	impatient	general,	a	general’s	instincts	become	even
more	dangerous	to	him,	to	the	government,	and	to	the	nation.
Vice	President	Pence	enjoined	the	2017	graduating	class	at	the	US	Naval

Academy	to	“follow	the	chain	of	command	without	exception.	Submit
yourselves,	as	the	saying	goes,	to	the	authorities	that	have	been	placed	above
you.	Trust	your	superiors,	trust	your	orders,	and	you’ll	serve	and	lead	well.”15

But	that	is	not	the	American	way.	American	officers	are	bound	to	obey	only
lawful	orders.	The	unthinking	obedience	recommended	by	the	vice	president	is
the	mentality	of	authoritarian	states,	not	rule-of-law	societies.	Ten	years	after	the
ratification	of	the	Constitution,	the	US	Supreme	Court	rejected	forever	the	“I
was	just	following	orders”	defense.	Instructions	from	a	superior	officer	“cannot
change	the	nature	of	the	transaction,	or	legalize	an	act	which	without	those
instructions	would	have	been	a	plain	trespass.”16

Most	American	officers	do	understand	and	will	comply	with	that	principle—
which	leads	to	the	second	directional	risk	to	civilian-military	relations	under
President	Trump:	the	risk	that	the	military	will	quietly	cut	an	unfit	president	out
of	the	chain	of	command.



of	the	chain	of	command.

How	much	does	the	military	now	tell	President	Trump	about	what	it	is	doing,
and	how	exactly	does	it	follow	his	orders,	to	the	extent	he	issues	orders?	In	crisis
zones	from	Syria	to	North	Korea,	the	military	seems	to	be	operating	with
unprecedented	autonomy.	President	Trump	has	delegated	to	his	secretary	of
defense	the	authority	to	set	troop	levels	in	Afghanistan.17	The	April	2017
decision	to	drop	America’s	most	powerful	nonnuclear	bomb	on	an	ISIS
compound	in	eastern	Afghanistan	was	taken	by	the	theater	commander,	General
John	Nicholson,	without	approval	even	by	the	secretary	of	defense,	according	to
a	report	by	Dexter	Filkins	in	the	New	Yorker.18	As	we	have	already	observed,	the
president	was	for	days	on	end	wholly	unaware	not	only	of	the	location,	but	even
of	the	direction	of	navigation	of	the	Carl	Vinson	carrier	group.
No	paper	record	has	ever	been	found,	but	some	historians	of	the	Watergate

period	believe	that	as	Richard	Nixon’s	personality	dissolved,	Secretary	of
Defense	James	Schlesinger	ordered	the	Joint	Chiefs	of	Staff	to	ignore	any
presidential	directive	unless	also	approved	by	him.	Is	anything	like	that
happening	now?	How	would	we	know?	When	would	we	know?
That	“fire	and	fury”	threat	from	Donald	Trump—look	at	what	happened	next.

Trump	clearly	intended	it;	he	repeated	it	twice.	Yet	within	hours,	it	had	been
disavowed	by	almost	every	other	branch	of	the	US	government.
Josh	Dawsey	of	Politico	tweeted	the	next	day:

“Fire	and	fury”	from	yesterday	was	not	carefully	vetted	language	from	Trump,	per
several	ppl	with	knowledge.	“Don’t	read	too	much	into	it.”19

Secretary	of	State	Tillerson	also	pooh-poohed	the	president’s	words,	saying,
“Nothing	that	I	have	seen	and	nothing	that	I	know	of	would	indicate	that	the
situation	has	dramatically	changed	in	the	last	twenty-four	hours.	Americans
should	sleep	well	at	night.”20

The	final	and	definitive	word,	however,	was	issued	as	a	formal	written
statement	by	Defense	Secretary	Mattis	two	days	after	President	Trump’s
outburst.

The	United	States	and	our	allies	have	the	demonstrated	capabilities	and	unquestionable
commitment	to	defend	ourselves	from	an	attack.	Kim	Jong	Un	should	take	heed	of	the	United
Nations	Security	Council’s	unified	voice,	and	statements	from	governments	the	world	over,
who	agree	the	DPRK	poses	a	threat	to	global	security	and	stability.	The	DPRK	must	choose	to
stop	isolating	itself	and	stand	down	its	pursuit	of	nuclear	weapons.	The	DPRK	should	cease
any	consideration	of	actions	that	would	lead	to	the	end	of	its	regime	and	the	destruction	of	its
people.



President	Trump	was	informed	of	the	growing	threat	last	December	and	on	taking	office	his
first	orders	to	me	emphasized	the	readiness	of	our	ballistic	missile	defense	and	nuclear
deterrent	forces.	While	our	State	Department	is	making	every	effort	to	resolve	this	global
threat	through	diplomatic	means,	it	must	be	noted	that	the	combined	allied	militaries	now
possess	the	most	precise,	rehearsed	and	robust	defensive	and	offensive	capabilities	on	Earth.
The	DPRK	regime’s	actions	will	continue	to	be	grossly	overmatched	by	ours	and	would	lose
any	arms	race	or	conflict	it	initiates.21

The	statement	stressed	that	war	would	come	only	if	North	Korea	initiated	it.
These	were	saner	words	than	those	mouthed	by	the	president.	But	what	has

happened	to	the	United	States	when	a	president—even	a	reckless	and	foolish
president—is	overruled	by	his	military,	even	a	military	led	by	a	secretary	as	wise
as	James	Mattis?
Mattis’s	own	low	personal	regard	for	President	Trump	accidentally	became

public	when	video	emerged	of	Mattis	in	a	small-group	conversation	with
military	personnel	in	Jordan.	After	praising	them,	the	defense	secretary	added,
“You’re	a	great	example	for	our	country	right	now.	It’s	got	some	problems.	You
know	it,	and	I	know	it.	It’s	got	problems	that	we	don’t	have	in	the	military.	You
just	hold	the	line,	my	fine	young	soldiers,	sailors,	airmen,	and	marines.	You	just
hold	the	line	until	our	country	gets	back	to	understanding	and	respecting	each
other,	and	showing	it—of	being	friendly	to	one	another,	of	understanding	what
Americans	owe	to	one	another.	.	.	.	We’ve	got	two	powers:	the	power	of
inspiration—and	you’ll	get	the	inspiration	back—and	the	power	of	intimidation,
and	that’s	you.”22

Hotheads	and	janissaries	seldom	rise	to	the	highest	ranks	of	the	US	armed
forces.	Men	like	Mattis	and	Kelly	and	McMaster	have	demonstrated	an
appreciation	of	and	a	commitment	to	liberal	democracy	exceeding	that	of	their
civilian	commander	in	chief.	Yet	the	principle	of	civilian	supremacy	remains
indispensable	even	when	the	civilian	in	question	has	revealed	himself	as	unfit	for
office.	His	abuses	of	power	are	for	the	president’s	fellow	civilians	to	check,
correct,	and	punish	through	the	civilian	processes	laid	down	by	law.	The	habits
of	military	disobedience	(or	non-obedience),	however	sympathetic	their	origin,
can	quickly	mutate	into	a	chronic	hazard	to	the	state	and	the	Constitution.
As	Donald	Trump	settled	into	office,	an	American	armored	brigade	was

deploying	in	Poland,	part	of	a	repositioning	of	NATO	forces	that	based	a	British-
led	force	in	Estonia,	a	Canadian-led	force	in	Latvia,	and	a	German-led	force	in
Lithuania.	The	American	force’s	new	home	is	the	town	of	Zagan,	only	twenty-
five	miles	east	of	the	German	border—about	the	most	cautious	possible	move
into	Poland	without	altogether	abandoning	the	idea.	Still,	there	they	are,	facing	a
much	bigger	and	more	rapid	Russian	buildup	to	the	north	and	east.	A	soldier	or



officer	assigned	to	that	duty—and	their	families	back	in	the	United	States—must
wonder	about	the	integrity	of	the	orders	that	could	issue	from	a	Russia-
compromised	president	of	the	United	States.	If	they	should	be	called	on	to	risk
their	lives	to	serve	their	country,	will	they	wonder	which	country	their	Putin-
infatuated	commander	in	chief	is	ultimately	serving?
It’s	a	terrible	question	for	a	patriotic	soldier,	a	terrible	dilemma	for	those	who

bear	intermediate	commands	between	the	fighting	troops	and	that	compromised
president.	Twice	in	the	debates	of	the	Philadelphia	convention	of	1787,	a
delegate	raised	the	precedent	of	Charles	II,	the	king	of	Great	Britain	from	1660
to	1685,	and	thus	then	the	king	of	America	too.	Charles	had	accepted	bribes
from	Louis	XIV	to	sway	British	foreign	policy.	Could	such	temptation	come	the
way	of	an	American	president?	Charles	Cotesworth	Pinckney	argued	that	it
could:	“His	office	is	not	to	be	permanent,	but	temporary;	and	he	might	receive	a
bribe	which	would	enable	him	to	live	in	greater	splendor	in	another	country	than
his	own.”23	Against	this	risk,	answered	Gouverneur	Morris,	stood	the	remedy	of
impeachment.	“No	one	would	say	that	we	ought	to	expose	ourselves	to	the
danger	of	seeing	the	first	Magistrate	in	foreign	pay	without	being	able	to	guard
[against]	it	by	displacing	him.”24

Yet	in	important	ways,	President	Trump	already	is	being	displaced—first	by
his	own	disavowal	of	ordinary	responsibility,	then	by	the	countermeasures	being
put	in	place	against	him	by	the	national	security	agencies.	Perhaps	everything
will	return	to	normal	when	and	if	Donald	Trump	departs	the	scene.	But	perhaps
it	will	not.
In	national	security—as	with	ethics	in	government	more	generally—what	is

usually	meant	by	the	word	“normal”	is	the	norm	that	prevailed	from	Watergate
to	9/11:	national	security	operations	closely	monitored	by	both	the	executive
branch	and	Congress.	Yet	there	have	been	other	“normal.”	From	Pearl	Harbor
until	the	scandals	of	the	mid-1970s,	the	president	often	knew	little—and
Congress	often	knew	nothing—about	what	the	national	security	agencies	were
doing.	Since	9/11,	some	of	those	old	habits	have	revived,	and	in	the	Trump	years
they	may	became	fully	animated.	National	security	professionals	do	not	always
trust	the	competence,	commitment,	and	integrity	of	their	political	counterparts,
and	in	the	first	year	of	the	Trump	presidency,	those	professionals	have	been
given	abundant	reasons	for	that	distrust.	Will	they	post-Trump	revert	to	their
pre-Trump—really	pre-9/11—form?	What	if	the	next	president	also	looks	like	an
outlier	from	the	point	of	view	of	the	Department	of	Defense,	the	CIA,	and	the
NSA?	Will	the	national	security	agencies	respect	a	future	president	of	the	radical
Left	any	more	than	they	respect	a	President	Trump?	It	is	not	only	the	ethno-
nationalist	Right	that	rejects	the	civic	patriotic	values	the	national	security



agencies	uphold.	Bureaucracies	always	yearn	to	escape	political	control,	and	the
national	security	agencies	are	the	most	powerful,	autonomous,	and	well-funded
bureaucracies	within	the	American	state.	Trump	has	given	them	powerful	and
righteous	motives	to	emancipate	themselves.	Will	they	ever	again	fully	resume
the	subordination	that	may	feel	by	the	2020s	like	a	relic	from	a	bygone	era?



Chapter	10
Resentments

Next	only	to	the	rise	of	Donald	Trump,	the	most	surprising	political	story	of
2016	was	the	fall	of	Roger	Ailes.	The	creator	and	presiding	eminence	behind
Fox	News,	Ailes	exerted	more	personal	and	immediate	influence	than	any	media
mogul	since	perhaps	William	Randolph	Hearst.

And	while	doing	so,	Ailes	engaged	in	flagrant	sexual	abuse	of	uncounted
women	in	his	power,	employees	and	would-be	employees.	After	the	fact,	Fox’s
publicists	sadly	explained,	“Nobody	knew.”	Meaning,	nobody	knew	except	all
the	women.	They	knew.
They	knew	too	about	Fox	News’s	dominant	on-air	personality,	Bill	O’Reilly,

who	would	cost	the	network	millions	in	sexual-harassment	settlements	before
ultimately	being	severed.	They	knew	about	the	offscreen	“lesser	Rogers,”	who
had	learned	from	the	master	to	treat	their	female	employees	as	targets	and
opportunities.
That	of	course	was	Donald	Trump’s	philosophy	as	well.	Trump’s	partnership

with	Ailes	was	often	contentious,	but	partnership	it	was—one	that	intensified	in
the	final	months	of	the	2016	election.
On	NBC’s	Meet	the	Press	after	the	Republican	convention—and	the

termination	of	Roger	Ailes	by	Fox	News—Chuck	Todd	asked,	“Finally,	Roger
Ailes.	Is	he	helping	you?	Is	he	advising	you?”	Trump	answered:

Well,	I	don’t	want	to	comment.	But	he’s	been	a	friend	of	mine	for	a	long	time,	and	I	can	tell
you	that	some	of	the	women	that	are	complaining,	I	know	how	much	he’s	helped	them.	And
even	recently,	and	when	they	write	books	that	are	fairly	recently	released,	and	they	say



wonderful	things	about	him.
And	now	all	of	a	sudden	they’re	saying	these	horrible	things	about	him.	It’s	very	sad.

Because	he’s	a	very	good	person.	I’ve	always	found	him	to	be	just	a	very,	very	good	person.
And	by	the	way,	a	very,	very	talented	person.	Look	what	he’s	done.	So	I	feel	very	badly.	But	a
lot	of	people	are	thinking	he’s	going	to	run	my	campaign.1

It	never	quite	formally	happened	that	way.	Yet	Trump	and	Ailes	remained	in
close	communication	throughout	the	campaign.	The	two	men	shared	a	deep
understanding	of	the	imperatives	of	television—and	an	even	more	intimate
connection	to	the	resentments	of	the	white	American	male.
Back	in	March	2016,	on	the	night	he	won	the	Mississippi	and	Michigan

primaries,	Trump	had	celebrated	with	a	triumphal	press	conference.	The	stage
was	decorated	with	Trump-branded	products;	somebody	even	found	a	Trump
label	to	affix	to	a	package	of	steaks,	in	homage	to	that	defunct	Trump	brand.
Sopan	Deb	of	CBS	News	pressed	Trump	about	the	harsh	language	he	had	used
in	an	ad.	Trump	erupted	at	him:

Oh,	you’re	so	politically	correct.	You’re	so	beautiful.	Oh.	He’s	so—oh,	I	know.	You’ve	never
heard	a	little	bad,	a	little	off	language.	I	know,	you’re	so	perfect.	Aren’t	you	perfect?	Aren’t
you	just	a	perfect	young	man?	Give	me—hey,	give	me	a	break.	You	know	what,	it’s	stuff	like
that,	that	people	in	this	country	are	tired	of.2

Again	and	again	through	his	campaign,	Trump	would	denounce	“political
correctness.”

At	the	Republican	debate	in	Cleveland	on	August	6,	2015:

I	think	the	big	problem	this	country	has	is	being	politically	correct.	I’ve	been	challenged	by	so
many	people	and	I	don’t,	frankly,	have	time	for	total	political	correctness.	And	to	be	honest
with	you,	this	country	doesn’t	have	time,	either.3

Speaking	in	Portsmouth,	New	Hampshire,	on	December	10,	2015:

We	can’t	worry	about	being	politically	correct.	We	just	can’t	afford	any	more	to	be	so
politically	correct.	There’s	nobody	in	this	country—if	I	wanted	to	be—that	could	be	more
politically	correct	than	me.	Nobody.	I	have	a	high	education,	went	to	an	Ivy	League	school,	I
know	everything,	it’s	perfect.	I	could	be	so	good.	.	.	.	But	there’s	nobody.	And	I	will	say	this:
we’re	going	to	get	down	to	brass	tacks.4

Trump	blamed	“political	correctness”	for	the	atrocity	at	Orlando’s	Pulse
nightclub	in	June	2016,	the	deadliest	mass	shooting	in	American	history	until	the
Las	Vegas	massacre	of	September	2017.

The	current	politically	correct	response	cripples	our	ability	to	talk	and	think	and	act	clearly.



We’re	not	acting	clearly.	We’re	not	talking	clearly.	We’ve	got	problems.	If	we	don’t	get
tough,	and	if	we	don’t	get	smart	and	fast,	we’re	not	going	to	have	a	country	anymore.	There
will	be	nothing,	absolutely	nothing	left.
We	cannot	talk	around	issues	anymore.	We	have	to	address	these	issues	head-on.	I	called

for	a	ban	after	San	Bernardino.	And	was	met	with	great	scorn	and	anger.	Many	are	saying	that
I	was	right	to	do	so,	and	although	the	pause	is	temporary,	we	must	find	out	what	is	going	on.
We	have	to	do	it.	It	will	be	lifted,	this	ban,	when	and	as	a	nation	we’re	in	a	position	to	properly
and	perfectly	screen	these	people	pouring	into	our	country.	They’re	pouring	in	and	we	don’t
know	what	we’re	doing.5

In	Des	Moines,	Iowa,	at	the	third	rally	of	his	post-election	“thank	you”	victory
tour,	Trump	offered	these	thoughts	about	his	recent	appearance	on	the	cover	of
Time	magazine	as	its	Person	of	the	Year.

I	was	lucky	enough	to	receive	the	Time	Person	of	the	Year.	They	used	to	call	it	“Man	of	the
Year,”	but	they	can’t	do	that	anymore,	so	they	call	it	“person.”	They	want	to	be	politically
correct.	That’s	OK.6

Trump	used	the	phrase	“politically	correct”	to	mean	many	different	things,
from	ordinary	good	manners	to	equal	protection	under	the	law.	But	other	people
heard	other	things,	even	a	promise	of	liberation.	The	comedian	D.	L.	Hughley—
himself	under	fire	for	an	untimely	joke	about	the	death	of	Debbie	Reynolds—
suggested	in	January	2017	that	“PC	culture”	“probably	is	why”	Donald	Trump
got	elected.	“People	are	tired	of	being	told	what	to	think	and	say.”7	The
Washington	Post	invited	readers	who	had	voted	for	Donald	Trump	to	explain
why	they	had	done	so.	The	paper	received	1,600	responses—and	PC	culture	was
mentioned	impressively	often.
“I	am	a	gay	millennial	woman	and	I	voted	for	Donald	Trump	because	I

oppose	the	political	correctness	movement,	which	has	become	a	fascist	ideology
of	silence	and	ignorance,”	wrote	a	twenty-one-year-old	from	Gilbert,	Arizona.
“He	was	an	outsider.	He	spoke	truth	about	political	correctness,”	wrote	a	twenty-
eight-year-old	woman	from	Sacramento,	California.	“I	was	afraid	to	speak	my
mind	because	of	the	possibility	it	might	hurt	my	reputation	socially	and
professionally,”	wrote	a	twenty-two-year-old	woman	from	Manchester,	New
Hampshire.8
One	of	Trump’s	conservative	critics	during	the	campaign	published	a

beguilingly	candid	message	on	election	eve.	“Donald	Trump	is	a	boorish
buffoon	with	dangerously	fascist	instincts	and	on	Tuesday	I	will	vote	for	him,
sadly,	but	without	a	qualm.”9	Why?	Over	the	next	few	months,	this	writer—
Andrew	Klavan	of	PJ	Media—would	return	again	and	again	to	the	justification
of	his	decision:



A	few	dopey	intellectuals	and	their	absurd	little	notions	can	have	outsized	power:	the	power	of
the	echo	chamber,	the	power	of	fashionable	acceptance,	the	power	of	creating	the	atmosphere
within	the	Beltway	Bubble.	And	while	Republicans	frequently	strut	and	fret	about	their
opposition	to	leftist	malarkey,	they	just	as	frequently	acquiesce	to	it	in	the	event.	.	.	.	Trump
[is]	deaf	to	the	echo	chamber,	indifferent	to	media	acceptance,	immune	to	the	atmosphere.	In
fact,	some	of	the	very	things	that	make	Trump	unappealing	to	gentle	folk	like	me—his
belligerence,	his	recklessness,	his	bullish	and	even	bullying	insistence	on	his	own	vision—are
also	what	sometimes	lift	him	above	the	Leftist	Crazy.10

A	lot	of	people	in	America	felt	bullied	and	humiliated.	Not	all	of	them	were	old
white	men	either.	Some	were	young	white	men.
“There	is	nothing	you	can	do	to	erase	the	problem	of	your	own	existence.”

That	line	comes	from	a	play	pungently	titled	Straight	White	Men.	Probably	not
one	Trump	voter	in	a	hundred	thousand	ever	heard	of	the	play’s	existence.11	But
they	heard	its	message	loud	and	clear,	replicated	and	repeated	across	the	vast
cultural	mindscape	of	the	United	States,	and	they	did	not	like	it.	“How	does	it
feel	to	be	a	problem?”	W.	E.	B.	DuBois	had	mused	at	the	beginning	of	the
twentieth	century.	The	short	answer:	bad.
For	all	the	talk	of	how	millennials	elected	Barack	Obama,	Mitt	Romney	beat

Obama	in	2012	by	seven	points	among	whites	under	the	age	of	thirty.	Among
white	men	under	age	thirty,	Romney	beat	Obama	by	a	hearty	thirteen	points.12
Young	white	men	do	not	watch	Fox	News.	Young	people	do	not	watch	much

traditional	TV,	period.13	But	the	Fox	News	message	of	resentment,	displacement,
and	humiliation—that	did	resonate,	not	through	cable,	but	through	newer	online
and	social	media.
A	George	Washington	University	research	paper	tracked	a	600	percent

increase	in	the	followership	of	American	white	nationalist	accounts	on	Twitter
between	2012	and	2016,	the	followers	of	these	accounts	overtaking	those	of	pro-
ISIS	accounts	as	the	leading	radical	users	of	the	platform.14
“When	we	talk	about	online	radicalization	we	always	talk	about	Muslims.	But

the	radicalization	of	white	men	online	is	at	astronomical	levels,”	tweeted	the
sharp	social	observer	Siyanda	Mohutsiwa	the	morning	after	the	2016	election.
“That’s	why	I	never	got	one	strategy	of	Clinton’s	campaign:	highlighting
Trump’s	sexism.”	She	continued:	“Trump	supporters	love	him	BECAUSE	of	his
sexism.	Internet	groups	radicalized	their	sexual	frustration	into	bigotry.	These
online	groups	found	young	white	men	at	their	most	vulnerable	&	convinced
them	liberals	were	colluding	to	destroy	white	Western	manhood.”15

The	observation	about	sexual	frustration	was	astute.	Millennials	were	having
less	sex	than	their	elders.	The	percentage	of	people	in	their	twenties	neither
married	nor	cohabiting	rose	from	52	percent	in	2004	to	64	percent	in	2014.16	Pew



reported	in	2016	that	for	the	first	time	since	the	nineteenth	century,	more	people
under	thirty	lived	with	a	parent	than	with	a	partner.17	Despite	the	agitations	and
anxieties	of	their	disapproving	elders,	millennials	are	not	doing	much	“hooking
up”:	in	the	2015	and	2016	General	Social	Surveys	sponsored	by	the	federal
government,	the	percentage	of	people	under	age	twenty-five	with	zero	sexual
contacts	since	turning	eighteen	had	spiked	to	levels	not	seen	since	before	the
sexual	revolution	of	the	1960s.18
Sociologists	and	sex	researchers	vied	to	offer	explanations	in	the	op-eds	of

America,	blaming	smartphones	and	body	image	and	online	dating	apps.	It’s
probably	wisest	to	start	with	the	basics:	the	dwindling	rate	of	steady	employment
among	young	men	since	the	Great	Recession.	In	2014,	only	71	percent	of	men
aged	eighteen	to	thirty-four	were	employed,	compared	with	84	percent	in	1960.19
What	happens	to	young	men	out	of	work	and	disconnected	from	women?
Noncollege	young	men	out	of	work	reported	spending	an	average	of	3.4	hours

per	week	playing	video	games	before	the	recession.	Their	counterparts	half	a
decade	later	played	more	than	twice	as	much:	an	average	of	8.6	hours	per	week.20
In	2016,	19	percent	of	Americans	under	the	age	of	thirty	regularly	smoked
marijuana—twice	as	many	as	before	the	recession—and	young	men	were	twice
as	likely	to	smoke	as	young	women.21
Tallying	the	online	consumption	of	pornography	by	Americans	is	more

difficult,	but	here	is	a	proxy:	What	would	become	the	world’s	largest	porn	site,
Pornhub,	launched	in	2007.	It	reported	one	million	daily	visits	in	November
2007,	five	million	in	July	2008,	ten	million	at	the	nadir	of	the	recession	in	April
2009,	twenty-five	million	in	February	2012,	and	fifty	million	by	February	2015.22
Americans	led	the	world	in	per	capita	usage	of	the	site:	191	page	views	per	US
resident,	as	compared	with	165	page	views	per	resident	of	the	runner-up,
Canada.	(Pornhub	reports	the	poignant	fact	that	the	single	most	frequently	used
word	in	the	comments	on	its	videos	is	the	word	“love”—the	one	thing	that
nobody	will	ever	find	there.)
Shrewd	entrepreneurs	and	politicians	deftly	capitalized	on	the	accumulating

resentments	they	perceived	around	them.	The	Breitbart	provocateur	and	hustler
Milo	Yiannopoulos	would	punctuate	his	campus	talks	with	imagined	thanks
from	his	audience.	He	imagined	them	saying,

Thank	you	for	standing	up	for	me,	and	for	boys	who	have	no	voice.	.	.	.
Thank	you	for	speaking	up	against	power.	Because	feminism	is	the	power	now,	in	many

ways.	Hillary	Clinton	is	running	for	president	on	the	back	of	racism	against	whites	and	sexism
against	men,	touting	the	mythical	gender	gap	we	all	know	so	well.23

And,	indeed,	Hillary	Clinton’s	candidacy	repelled	whites	and	men	unlike	any



candidacy	before	it,	very	much	including	the	candidacy	of	Barack	Obama.	Peter
Beinart	measured	the	rejection	in	the	Atlantic:

The	percentage	of	Americans	who	hold	a	“strongly	unfavorable”	view	of	[Clinton]
substantially	exceeds	the	percentage	for	any	other	Democratic	nominee	since	1980,	when
pollsters	began	asking	the	question.	Antipathy	to	her	among	white	men	is	even	more
unprecedented.	According	to	the	Public	Religion	Research	Institute,	52	percent	of	white	men
hold	a	“very	unfavorable”	view	of	Clinton.	That’s	a	whopping	20	points	higher	than	the
percentage	who	viewed	Barack	Obama	very	unfavorably	in	2012,	32	points	higher	than	the
percentage	who	viewed	Obama	very	unfavorably	in	2008,	and	28	points	higher	than	the
percentage	who	viewed	John	Kerry	very	unfavorably	in	2004.24

Male	resistance	to	Hillary	Clinton	animated	not	only	the	Trump	campaign,	but
also	the	Bernie	Sanders	campaign.	Sanders	outperformed	Clinton	among	white
men	in	every	one	of	the	twenty	Democratic	primaries	for	which	exit	polling
exists.25	The	margins	were	always	large,	sometimes	huge.	On	average,	white
male	Democrats	backed	Sanders	by	26.4	points	more	than	white	women	did.26
Clinton	had	stayed	married;	Trump	was	twice	divorced.	Clinton	was	a	lifelong

Methodist;	Trump	could	not	correctly	name	the	books	of	the	Bible.	Yet	no	group
adhered	more	loyally	to	Trump	against	Clinton	than	evangelical	Christians.	The
conservative	columnist	Ross	Douthat	marveled:

In	a	different	campaign	or	era,	it	would	have	been	a	race-altering	moment;	in	this	one,	it	was
barely	a	scandal.	There	was	Melania	Trump,	the	potential	first	lady	of	the	United	States,
posing	stark	naked	in	’90s-era	photos	published	by	the	New	York	Post—and	then	in	the	next
day’s	edition,	canoodling	lipstick-lesbian	style	in	bed.	Yet	the	press	yawned,	her	husband’s
latest	outrage	overshadowed	it,	and	it	only	stayed	a	story	because	the	date	of	the	photos	raised
questions	about	the	future	Mrs.	Trump’s	immigration	status.
This	election	was	supposed	to	be	a	referendum	on	Hillary	Clinton,	long	a	polarizing	figure

because	she	seemed	to	embody	the	cultural	transformations	of	the	1960s—the	liberal,
feminist,	working-mother	spouse	of	the	first	boomer	president.
But	in	the	year	of	Donald	Trump,	the	religious	conservatives	who	fought	many	of	those

transformations	find	themselves	reduced	to	a	hapless	rump.	The	best	have	retreated	to	rebuild;
the	worst	have	abased	themselves	before	a	sybaritic,	irreligious	presidential	nominee.27

In	the	summer	of	2016,	an	alumnus	of	the	website	I’d	run	in	the	first	Obama
term	sat	me	down	to	explain	what	I	was	missing	in	Donald	Trump.	He’s	the	first
postreligious	conservative	of	my	lifetime.	The	first	who	doesn’t	hate	gays,
doesn’t	care	if	women	have	abortions—the	first	who	talks	about	things	that
matter	now.	What	was	“alt”	about	the	alt-right	was	precisely	this	stripping	away
of	religiosity,	to	reveal	a	politics	of	resentment	and	domination	ungrounded	in
any	traditional	moral	claim.
Say	this	for	Trump:	In	all	the	vast	arsenal	of	his	faults,	one	was	missing.

There	is	no	hypocrisy	about	Donald	Trump.	A	parable	he	loved	to	repeat



culminated	in	the	zinger:	“You	knew	I	was	a	snake	when	you	took	me	in”—and
if	his	audiences	missed	the	obvious	application	of	the	line	to	the	man	who
pronounced	it,	that	was	hardly	his	fault.	No	Trump	supporter	could	fairly
complain	that	he	or	she	had	not	been	amply	warned.
It	did	not	matter,	for	a	reason	brilliantly	analyzed	by	Dale	Beran	in	an	essay

for	Quartz	about	the	unexpected	influence	of	the	provocative	4chan	message
board	from	which	so	much	of	the	alt-right	slouched	into	existence:

Since	these	men,	like	Trump,	wear	their	insecurities	on	their	sleeve,	they	fling	insults	in	wild
rabid	bursts	at	everyone	else.
Trump	the	loser,	the	outsider,	the	hot	mess,	the	pathetic	joke,	embodies	this	duality.	Trump

represents	both	the	alpha	and	the	beta.	He	is	a	successful	person	who,	as	the	left	often	notes,	is
also	the	exact	opposite—a	grotesque	loser,	sensitive	and	prideful	about	his	outsider	status,
ready	at	the	drop	of	a	hat	to	go	on	the	attack,	self-obsessed,	selfish,	abrogating,	unquestioning
of	his	own	mansplaining	and	spreading,	so	insecure	he	must	brag	about	assaulting	women.	.	.	.
But,	what	the	left	doesn’t	realize	is	that	this	is	not	a	problem	for	Trump’s	younger

supporters—rather,	it’s	the	reason	why	they	support	him.
Trump	supporters	voted	for	the	con-man,	the	labyrinth	with	no	center,	because	the	labyrinth

with	no	center	is	how	they	feel,	how	they	feel	the	world	works	around	them.	A	labyrinth	with
no	center	is	a	perfect	description	of	their	mother’s	basement	with	a	terminal	to	an	endless
array	of	escapist	fantasy	worlds.
Trump’s	bizarre,	inconstant,	incompetent,	embarrassing,	ridiculous	behavior —what	the	left

(naturally)	perceives	as	his	weaknesses —are	to	his	supporters	his	strengths.	.	.	.
Trump	is	loserdom	embraced.	Trump	is	the	loser	who	has	won.28

Trump	drew	support	from	crackpots,	extremists,	racists,	and	neo-Nazis.	On
election	night	2016,	one	of	them	was	caught	on	video	throwing	a	Hitler-style
salute	into	the	air	and	shouting	“Hail	Trump!	Hail	our	people!	Hail	victory!”29

But	there	are	simply	not	enough	such	crackpots	in	America	to	elect	a
president,	no	matter	how	lucky	the	break	in	the	Electoral	College.	What	boosted
Trump	was	not	the	self-conscious	white	nationalism	of	the	media-savvy	Sieg
Heiler,	but	the	pervading	unease	of	whites	devoid	of	any	ideology	at	all.
Many	people	doing	well	enough	in	material	terms	still	felt	displaced	in	an

unfamiliar	and	even	hostile	landscape.	Shortly	after	Obama’s	first	inauguration,
the	Daily	Show	on	Comedy	Central	featured	a	mock	focus	group	with	white
schoolchildren,	hosted	by	the	show’s	“senior	black	correspondent,”	Larry
Wilmore.	Wilmore	interviewed	the	children	about	the	risks	to	their	“once	proud
race”	from	a	demographic	future	as	a	minority	group.	One	little	girl	answered,
“We’re	not	upset	in	any	way,	shape	or	form.”	Wilmore	replied,	“You	will	be.”30

Wilmore	was	right.	A	2013	survey	for	the	Rockefeller	Foundation	asked
Americans	to	estimate	the	consequences	for	the	United	States	of	rising	ethnic
diversity.	Half	of	those	surveyed	predicted	that	rising	diversity	would	lead	to



more	crime.	A	majority	predicted	intensified	competition	for	jobs.	More	than	60
percent	feared	that	government	services	would	fall	short.31
Trump	offered	this	one	promise	above	all	others	to	the	disaffected	young	men

who	followed	him:	a	world	that	had	been	turned	upside	down	by	forces	beyond
their	control,	he	would	turn	right-side	up	again.	“You’re	going	to	hear	it	once,”
he	told	protesters	at	Virginia’s	Radford	University,	“all	lives	matter.”32	Trump
was	not	speaking	there	to	some	racist	fringe.	He	was	speaking	to	those	who	just
wanted	things	restored	to	normal,	as	they	understood	normal.	He	promised	to
restore	cultural	power	to	those	who	believed	themselves	the	rightful	bearers	of
that	power.
“You	can	say	again	Merry	Christmas	because	Donald	Trump	is	now	the

president.	You	can	say	it	again.	It’s	OK	to	say!”	enthused	Trump’s	former
campaign	manager	Corey	Lewandowski	to	Fox’s	Sean	Hannity	on	December	6,
2016.	“It’s	not	a	pejorative	word	anymore!”33

That	had	been	Trump’s	promise,	literally	dozens	of	times:	“We’ll	all	be	saying
Merry	Christmas	again!”34	Yet	the	Christmas	Donald	Trump	celebrated	was	not
exactly	a	celebration	of	peace	on	earth	and	goodwill	to	men.	At	4:46	a.m.	on
Christmas	morning,	2016,	Trump	tweeted	his	holiday	greeting:	a	photograph	of
himself	standing	in	front	of	a	decorated	Christmas	tree,	his	fist	raised	in	a
gesture	of	militancy	and	dominance.35
The	phrase	“white	privilege”	transitioned	from	the	academy	into	common

speech	in	the	Obama	years—at	exactly	the	moment	that	millions	of	white
Americans	were	experiencing	the	worst	social	trauma	since	the	Great
Depression.	For	the	first	time	in	American	history,	life	expectancy	was	actually
declining,	and	most	steeply	among	non-Hispanic	whites.	Non-Hispanic	white
males,	31	percent	of	the	population,	accounted	for	70	percent	of	the	suicides	in
the	United	States	in	2014.36	Of	the	33,091	Americans	who	died	in	2015	of	opioid
overdoses,	27,056	were	non-Hispanic	whites.37	In	the	late	1990s,	the	risk	that	a
noncollege-educated	white	person	would	die	in	his	or	her	early	fifties	was	30
percent	lower	than	for	a	comparable	black	person.	By	2015,	the	noncollege
white	person’s	risk	was	30	percent	higher	than	his	or	her	noncollege	black
counterpart.38	Behind	these	“deaths	of	despair,”	as	they	came	to	be	known,	lay	an
unfolding	economic	malaise.	Working-class	white	men	suffered	a	9	percent
income	decline	between	1996	and	2014.39	Marriage,	church	attendance,	civic
participation,	all	plummeted.40	Compared	with	any	other	ethnic	group—and	to
whites	with	college	educations—noncollege	whites	expressed	most	pessimism
about	their	personal	prospects	in	the	decade	ahead,	and	the	prospects	for	their
children	after	them.41	Elite	America	did	not	care,	because	it	mostly	did	not	notice.



Between	November	8,	2015,	and	November	8,	2016,	the	word	“transgender”
appeared	in	the	New	York	Times	1,169	times.	The	word	“opioid”—only	284.42
Rush	Limbaugh	offered	a	pungent	description	of	what	Trump	had	to	offer.	He

was	speaking	two	weeks	before	Trump	entered	the	presidential	race,	and	about
an	entirely	different	subject:	Bruce	Jenner’s	self-transformation	into	Caitlyn.	Yet
Limbaugh’s	words	applied	much	more	broadly	than	that.

Folks,	one	of	the	motivations,	one	of	the	reasons—purposes,	if	you	will—of	defining	a	new
normal	is	also	defining	the	new	weirdoes.	.	.	.
Who	do	you	think	the	new	weirdoes	are?	I	don’t	think	there	is	any	doubt	that	this	is	a

studied	attempt.	At	least	from	those	that	are	doing	all	of	this	with	a	political	agenda	attached,
the	objective	here—and	it’s	not	new.	It’s	been	happening	for	quite	a	while	right	in	front	of	our
eyes.	It	is	to	portray	conservatives/Christians/Republicans	as	the	real	weirdoes.	“They’re	the
real	oddballs!	They	are	the	ones!	They’re	the	ones	that	are	not	cool.	I	mean,	they’re	antiques.
They’re	from	a	long-gone	era	that	has	long	ago	been	bypassed.	They’re	just	relics,	and	they’ve
got	to	be	just	phased	out.”43

Salena	Zito,	writing	in	the	Atlantic	in	September	2016,	postulated	that
Trump’s	supporters	take	him	seriously	but	not	literally.44	The	phrase	would
become	one	of	the	most	famous	of	the	Trump	era,	and	also	an	all-purpose
excuse.	The	Fox	News	personality	Jeanine	Pirro	complained	in	May	2017	that
President	Trump	“cannot	speak—or	his	staff	cannot	speak—without	someone
going	through	it	with	a	fine-toothed	comb.”45	The	pro-Trump	blogger	Gavin
McInnes	had	expressed	a	similar	complaint	in	March	2017.	On	a	tour	of	Israel
with	the	Canadian	website	Rebel	Media,	he	uploaded	a	video	titled	“Ten	Things
I	Hate	about	Jews.”	He	was—of	course—just	kidding.	“It’s	frustrating	that
everyone	takes	everything	you	say	1000	per	cent	literally.”46

Two	weeks	before	Zito’s	formulation	appeared,	the	Claremont	Review	of
Books	published	one	of	the	most	important	essays	of	the	2016	cycle,	an
impassioned	plea	to	fellow	conservatives	to	take	Trump	deadly	seriously.

2016	is	the	Flight	93	election:	charge	the	cockpit	or	you	die.	You	may	die	anyway.	You—or
the	leader	of	your	party—may	make	it	into	the	cockpit	and	not	know	how	to	fly	or	land	the
plane.	There	are	no	guarantees.
Except	one:	if	you	don’t	try,	death	is	certain.	To	compound	the	metaphor:	a	Hillary	Clinton

presidency	is	Russian	Roulette	with	a	semi-auto.	With	Trump,	at	least	you	can	spin	the
cylinder	and	take	your	chances.47

Nor	was	this	life-and-death	alternative	intended	as	a	figure	of	speech.	In	the
author’s	telling,	not	only	Clinton	but	all	of	Trump’s	Republican	rivals	and	recent
predecessors	epitomized

a	party,	a	society,	a	country,	a	people,	a	civilization	that	wants	to	die.	Trump,	alone	among



candidates	for	high	office	in	this	or	in	the	last	seven	(at	least)	cycles,	has	stood	up	to	say:	I
want	to	live.	I	want	my	party	to	live.	I	want	my	country	to	live.	I	want	my	people	to	live.48

The	“Flight	93”	essay	captured	attention	across	the	political	spectrum.
Limbaugh	read	the	whole	essay	aloud	on	his	radio	program;	it	was	debated
across	print	and	television.	No	writer	more	forcefully	articulated	the	apocalyptic
despair	of	conservatives	in	the	Obama	era—or	their	disenchantment	with	the
compromises	and	concessions	that	sustain	constitutional	government.

Only	in	a	corrupt	republic,	in	corrupt	times,	could	a	Trump	rise.	It	is	therefore	puzzling	that
those	most	horrified	by	Trump	are	the	least	willing	to	consider	the	possibility	that	the	republic
is	dying.49

The	author	of	the	“Flight	93”	essay	had	used	a	pseudonym,	Publius	Decius
Mus,	a	hero	from	Livy’s	annals	who	intentionally	sacrificed	his	own	life	to	win	a
battle	for	the	Romans.

The	true	identity	was	soon	revealed	as	an	alumnus	of	the	George	W.	Bush
administration	and	a	colleague	of	mine	from	the	2008	Rudy	Giuliani	presidential
campaign,	Michael	Anton.	Anton’s	contributions	would	shortly	be	recognized
with	a	communications	job	on	Trump’s	National	Security	Council.	It	was	a
strange	assignment	for	a	man	haunted	by	visions	of	civil	war	and	impending
dictatorship.	Yet	such	visions	haunted	more	dreams	than	Anton’s.	The	seditious
revolution	that	this	latter-day	Publius	dreaded	beckoned	to	more	than	one	lost
boy	as	a	last	best	hope.



Chapter	11
Believers

Election	2016	looked	on	paper	like	the	most	sweeping	Republican	victory	since
the	Jazz	Age.	Yet	there	was	a	hollowness	to	the	Trump	Republicans’	seeming
ascendancy	over	the	federal	government	and	in	so	many	of	the	states.	The
Republicans	of	the	1920s	had	drawn	their	strength	from	the	country’s	most
economically	and	culturally	dynamic	places.	In	1924,	Calvin	Coolidge	won
almost	56	percent	of	the	vote	in	cosmopolitan	New	York	State,	65	percent	in
mighty	industrial	Pennsylvania,	75	percent	in	Michigan,	the	hub	of	the	new
automotive	economy.
Not	so	in	2016.	Where	technologies	were	invented	and	where	styles	were	set,

where	diseases	cured	and	innovations	launched,	where	songs	were	composed
and	patents	registered—there	the	GOP	was	weakest.	Donald	Trump	won	vast
swathes	of	the	nation’s	landmass.	Hillary	Clinton	won	the	counties	that	produced
64	percent	of	the	nation’s	wealth.	Even	in	Trump	states,	Clinton	won	the
knowledge	centers,	places	like	the	Research	Triangle	of	North	Carolina.

The	Trump	presidency	only	accelerated	the	divorce	of	political	power	from
cultural	power.	Business	leaders	quit	Trump’s	advisory	boards	lest	his	racist
outbursts	sully	their	brands.	Companies	like	Facebook	and	Microsoft	denounced
his	immigration	policies.	Popular	singers	refused	invitations	to	his	White	House;
great	athletes	boycotted	his	events.	By	the	summer	of	2017,	Trump’s	approval
among	those	under	thirty	had	dipped	to	20	percent.1
And	this	was	before	Trump’s	corruption	and	collusion	scandals	begin	to	bite.
Whatever	Trump’s	personal	fate,	his	Republican	Party	seems	headed	for



electoral	trouble—or	worse.	Yet	it	will	require	much	more	than	Republican
congressional	defeats	in	2018	to	halt	Trumpocracy.	Indeed,	such	defeats	may
well	perversely	strengthen	President	Trump.	Congressional	defeats	will	weaken
alternative	power	centers	within	the	Republican	party.	If	they	lose	the	House	or
the	Senate	or	many	governorships—or	some	combination	of	those	defeats—then
Republicans	may	feel	all	the	more	compelled	to	defend	their	president.	The	party
faithful	may	interpret	any	internal	criticism	of	Trump	as	a	treasonable	surrender
to	Nancy	Pelosi	and	Chuck	Schumer.	As	the	next	presidential	race	nears,	it	will
become	ever	more	imperative	to	rally	around	Trump.	The	more	isolated	Trump
becomes	within	the	American	political	system	as	a	whole,	the	more	he	will
dominate	whatever	remains	of	the	conservative	portion	of	that	system.	He	will
devour	his	party	from	within.
Maybe	you	do	not	much	care	about	the	future	of	the	Republican	Party.	You

should.	Conservatives	will	always	be	with	us.	If	conservatives	become
convinced	that	they	cannot	win	democratically,	they	will	not	abandon
conservatism.	They	will	reject	democracy.	The	stability	of	American	society
depends	on	conservatives’	ability	to	find	a	way	forward	from	the	Trump	dead
end,	toward	a	conservatism	that	can	not	only	win	elections	but	also	govern
responsibly,	a	conservatism	that	is	culturally	modern,	economically	inclusive,
and	environmentally	responsible,	that	upholds	markets	at	home	and	US
leadership	internationally.
In	the	most	immediate	sense,	that	means	accepting	that	the	Affordable	Care

Act	is	here	to	stay,	and	to	work	to	reform	it	so	that	it	costs	less	and	protects
middle-class	families	more.	That	means	slowing	the	pace	of	immigration	so	that
the	existing	population	of	the	country	does	not	feel	it	is	being	displaced	and
replaced.	Economists	will	argue	that	a	country	with	a	slow-growing	population
needs	more	immigrants	to	sustain	the	growth	of	its	labor	force.	But	a	population
is	a	citizenry	as	well	as	a	labor	force,	and	when	it	grows	slowly,	it	can	less	easily
assimilate	newcomers.	Immigration	is	to	natural	population	increase	as	wine	is
to	food:	a	good	complement,	a	bad	substitute.
A	more	responsible	conservatism	would	recognize	that	reducing	marginal

taxes	at	the	top—while	in	principle	a	desirable	goal—cannot	be	a	paramount
priority	at	a	time	of	wide	and	accelerating	income	inequality.	Conservative
ideology	on	taxes	has	left	tax	credits	as	almost	the	only	policy	tool,
notwithstanding	that	they	are	typically	inefficient	ways	to	get	things	done.	The
mortgage	interest	deduction	does	not	make	middle-income	housing	more
affordable,	as	most	economic	research	has	shown.	Tax	subsidies	for	college
tuition	incentivize	above-inflation	fee	increases.	Per-child	tax	credits	are	a	very
roundabout	way	of	assisting	families	with	their	childcare	needs.	Instead	of



indirectly	subsidizing	things	that	cost	too	much	already,	from	health	care	to
college	education,	the	party	less	dependent	on	the	votes	of	government	workers
should	dedicate	itself	to	bringing	those	costs	down.
A	post-Trump	GOP	will	need	to	get	serious	again	about	honesty	in

government,	after	Donald	Trump’s	immolation	of	ethical	standards.	It	should
fiercely	uphold	US	democracy	and	sovereignty	against	the	sinister	clandestine
influences,	foreign	and	domestic,	that	held	so	much	sway	over	the	Trump
presidency.	Those	people	implicated	in	Trump’s	wrongdoing—and	especially	in
his	connections	with	the	Russian	government—need	to	be	lustrated	from
political	roles,	quite	separate	from	whatever	legal	jeopardy	they	may	face.
Many	Republicans	and	many	conservatives	have	played	honorable	individual

parts	against	Trump.	But	they	formed	an	embattled	and	ultimately	unpopular
minority.	Many	of	them—perhaps	even	most	of	them—ultimately	succumbed	to
the	imperatives	of	party,	pocketbook,	or	peer	group.	Trump	has	contaminated
thousands	of	careers	and	millions	of	minds.	He	has	ripped	the	conscience	out	of
half	of	the	political	spectrum	and	left	a	moral	void	where	American
conservatism	used	to	be.

Every	critic,	every	detractor,	will	have	to	bow	down	to	President	Trump.	It’s	everyone	who’s
ever	doubted	Donald,	who	ever	disagreed,	who	ever	challenged	him.	It	is	the	ultimate	revenge
to	become	the	most	powerful	man	in	the	universe.2

Those	words	were	spoken	by	Trump’s	protégé	Omarosa	Manigault,	but	they
could	well	have	come	from	the	man	himself.	Trump	expressed	his	vision	of
political	leadership	in	an	April	2016	interview	with	Bob	Woodward	and	Bob
Costa	of	the	Washington	Post:

The	coalition	building	for	me	will	be	when	I	win.	Vince	Lombardi,	I	saw	this.	He	was	not	a
big	man.	And	I	was	sitting	in	a	place	with	some	very,	very	tough	football	players.	Big,	strong
football	players.	He	came	in—these	are	tough	cookies—he	came	in,	years	ago—and	I’ll	never
forget	it,	I	was	a	young	man.	He	came	in,	screaming,	into	this	place.	And	screaming	at	one	of
these	guys	who	was	three	times	bigger	than	him,	literally.	And	very	physical,	grabbing	him	by
the	shirt.	Now	this	guy	could’ve	whisked	him	away	and	thrown	him	out	the	window	in	two
seconds.	This	guy—the	player—was	shaking.	A	friend	of	mine.	There	were	four	players,	and
Vince	Lombardi	walked	in.	He	was	angry.	And	he	grabbed—I	was	a	young	guy—he	grabbed
him	by	the	shirt,	screaming	at	him,	and	the	guy	was	literally.	.	.	.	And	I	said,	wow.	And	I
realized	the	only	way	Vince	Lombardi	got	away	with	that	was	because	he	won.3

I	was	not	there,	obviously,	but	I	strongly	doubt	this	story	is	true.	Lombardi
described	his	method	of	leadership	as	exactly	the	opposite	of	the	Trump	method:

It	is	essential	to	understand	that	battles	are	primarily	won	in	the	hearts	of	men.	Men	respond	to
leadership	in	a	most	remarkable	way	and	once	you	have	won	his	heart,	he	will	follow	you



anywhere.4

The	battle	for	men’s	hearts	is	one	that	Trump	never	won,	because	he	never
fought	it.	There	is	only	one	sure	and	safe	way	to	defeat	internal	opponents,	and
that	is	by	making	them	your	friends.	This	is	how	Barack	Obama	did	it	and
Ronald	Reagan	and	every	governor	or	mayor	who	united	a	formerly	divided
party.	This	is	what	Trump	could	never	do—and	that	his	supporters	never
understood	that	a	party	leader	must	do.
“All	this	garbage	from	you	Never	Trumper	jerks	out	there,”	Sean	Hannity

erupted	in	a	pre-election	radio	broadcast.	“I’ve	had	it.	By	the	way,	that’s	more
unfinished	business.	November	9th,	I’ll	have	a	lot	to	say	about	all	of	you.”5

November	9	should	have	dawned	a	happy	day	for	Sean	Hannity.	And	yet	he
never	did	seem	happy	ever	again.	On	Fox	News,	“Never	Trumpers”	came	to
play	a	role	like	that	of	Trotskyist	wreckers	in	Stalin’s	Soviet	Union:
simultaneously	utterly	irrelevant,	doomed	to	defeat,	and	also	all-powerful,	the
reason	the	shops	have	no	potatoes.
Thus	Newt	Gingrich	and	Hannity	agreed	on	the	night	of	November	9	that	“the

little,	whiney,	sniveling	negative	cowards	who	were	‘Never	Trumpers’	are
beneath	our	paying	attention	to	them.	Let	them	drift	off	into	the	ashbin	of	history
while	we	go	ahead	and	work	with	Donald	Trump	and	with	the	House	and	Senate
Republicans	to	create	a	dramatically	new	future.”6

Off	the	Never	Trumpers	did	drift—but	not	to	the	ashbin	of	history.	They
drifted	to	those	places	where	we	send	guilty	knowledge.	And	no	matter	how
loudly	they	thumped	their	chests,	Trump’s	supporters	could	never	still	the	sound
of	moral	reproach.
Speaking	on	Fox	News	in	August	2016,	Bill	Bennett,	a	former	education

secretary	under	President	Reagan	(and	the	author,	incidentally,	of	the	mega-
bestseller	The	Book	of	Virtues),	denounced	“some	of	my	friends—or	maybe
former	friends—who	suffer	from	a	terrible	case	of	moral	superiority	and	put
their	own	vanity	and	taste	above	the	interest	of	the	country.”7	That	same	day,
Trump’s	future	communications	adviser	Anthony	Scaramucci	complained	on
Twitter,	“Never	Trump	putting	their	vanity	and	taste	over	the	interest	of	the
country	with	false	moral	superiority.”8	The	columnist	William	McGurn	fumed	in
the	Wall	Street	Journal	in	October	2016	against	“the	cheap	moralizing	of	Never
Trump.”9	David	Limbaugh,	who	had	been	an	ardent	opponent	of	Trump’s	in	the
primaries,	but	turned	his	coat	after	Trump	won,	complained	in	a	column	in	July
2017	of	the	“snobbish	condemnation	on	social	media”10	from	anti-Trump
conservatives.
But	it	was	not	snobbery	that	drove	the	condemnation	of	Trump.	It	was

conscience.



conscience.
In	2004,	an	Illinois	state	senator	named	Barack	Obama	delivered	an	eloquent

appeal	to	national	unity	at	the	Democratic	convention	in	Boston:

There’s	not	a	liberal	America	and	a	conservative	America—there’s	the	United	States	of
America.	There’s	not	a	black	America	and	white	America	and	Latino	America	and	Asian
America;	there’s	the	United	States	of	America.	The	pundits	like	to	slice	and	dice	our	country
into	red	states	and	blue	states;	red	states	for	Republicans,	blue	states	for	Democrats.	But	I’ve
got	news	for	them,	too.	We	worship	an	awesome	God	in	the	blue	states,	and	we	don’t	like
federal	agents	poking	around	our	libraries	in	the	red	states.	We	coach	Little	League	in	the	blue
states	and	have	gay	friends	in	the	red	states.	There	are	patriots	who	opposed	the	war	in	Iraq
and	patriots	who	supported	it.	We	are	one	people,	all	of	us	pledging	allegiance	to	the	stars	and
stripes,	all	of	us	defending	the	United	States	of	America.11

Those	words	propelled	Obama	to	a	national	career	that	would	culminate	in	the
presidency.	In	2008,	he	would	win	the	most	decisive	mandate	of	any	Democrat
since	Lyndon	Johnson.	Four	years	later,	he	became	the	first	Democrat	since
Franklin	Roosevelt	to	win	a	majority	of	the	popular	vote	in	two	consecutive
presidential	elections.	Along	the	way,	he	would	win	votes	from	many	people
who	would	cast	ballots	for	Donald	Trump	in	2016.	He	left	those	voters—as	he
leaves	history—with	a	troubling	question:	Was	he	right	or	wrong	in	2004?	Are
we	still	“one	people”	even	if	we	no	longer	speak	one	language?	Or	share	one
religion,	or	any	religion	at	all?	Even	if	we	no	longer	can	agree	on	national	heroes
and	villains?	Or	on	the	meaning	of	such	basic	concepts	as	free	speech,	equality
under	the	law,	and	the	right	to	bear	arms?	Even	if	some	of	those	who	live	among
us	do	so	without	legal	right—even	as	they	receive	a	panoply	of	legal	benefits?
Even	if	some	of	us	seem	to	be	lavished	with	all	the	benefits	of	a	new,	more
global	economic	order,	while	others	bear	all	the	costs?
“The	divide	is	not	between	the	left	and	right	anymore,	but	between	patriots

and	globalists,”	declared	Marine	Le	Pen,	announcing	her	candidacy	for	the
president	of	France	in	February	2017.12	Those	words	sat	ill	in	the	mouth	of	a
candidate	funded	by	secret	Russian	money,	but	they	contained	at	least	this	much
truth:	the	old	ideological	compass	did	not	provide	a	very	accurate	guide	to	the
new	political	map.13
Trump	polled	better	among	workers	earning	between	$50,000	and	$99,999

than	with	those	earning	over	$100,000,	a	freakish	outcome	for	a	Republican.14	He
posted	the	best	showing	among	union	households	by	any	Republican	since
1984.15	He	performed	surprisingly	well	among	Latino	and	black	men,	boosting
his	share	in	those	two	demographics	above	the	level	of	Mitt	Romney’s	in	2012.16
Meanwhile,	Hillary	Clinton—excoriated	by	the	right-wing	media	as	a	radical

and	a	socialist—scored	exceptionally	well	among	the	richest	Americans,



winning	almost	exactly	half	the	votes	of	those	who	earn	more	than	$250,000	per
year.	She	did	extraordinarily	badly	among	white	women	without	a	college
degree,	losing	that	group	to	Donald	Trump	by	the	staggering	margin	of	27
points.17	How	could	this	be?	In	the	fall	of	2016,	New	York	magazine	interviewed
six	women	who	had	decided	not	to	cast	a	vote	in	the	Clinton-Trump	election.
One,	identified	as	a	thirty-year-old	teacher,	had	this	to	say:

I	do	not	believe	that	feminism	can	“trickle	down”—that	having	more	women	on	corporate
boards	will	make	life	better	for	working-class	women.	If	your	primary	concern	is	creating
gender	parity	within	the	upper	class,	it’s	rational	to	support	Hillary	Clinton.	If	you	are	a
working	woman,	things	aren’t	so	clear.18

Throughout	most	of	their	lives,	members	of	the	postwar	baby	boom
generation	(those	born	between	1945	and	1960)	held	views	considerably	more
liberal	than	those	of	the	generation	before	them	(born	between	1930	and	1945).
As	late	as	the	year	2000,	only	35	percent	of	baby	boomers	described	themselves
as	“conservative.”19

Then	struck	the	financial	crisis,	followed	by	the	presidency	of	Barack	Obama.
The	proportion	of	baby	boomers	who	called	themselves	“angry	with
government”	surged	from	15	percent	before	2008	to	26	percent	the	next	year.	By
2011,	42	percent	of	baby	boomers	were	labeling	themselves	“conservative,”	the
same	percentage	as	the	next	generation	up.20
It’s	important	to	understand	what	right-leaning	baby	boomers	mean	by	the

word	“conservative.”	On	social	issues	such	as	gay	rights	and	the	role	of	women,
boomers,	like	all	Americans,	continued	to	evolve	in	liberal	directions	in	the
Obama	years.21	Nor	did	aging	boomers	adopt	a	more	pro-business	outlook.	On
the	contrary,	boomers	in	the	2010s	expressed	much	more	suspicion	of	business
than	the	same	demographic	cohort	did	in	the	1990s,	when	they	were	younger	and
otherwise	more	liberal.22	Boomer	conservatives	exhibited	little	enthusiasm	for	the
“on	your	own”	ideology	of	the	mainstream	GOP.	In	fact,	64	percent	of	boomers
complained	in	a	2011	poll	that	the	government	didn’t	do	enough	to	help	older
people,	a	much	higher	proportion	than	in	any	other	age	group,	including	their
elders.23
Boomers	adamantly	rejected	any	cuts	to	entitlement	programs—and	by	larger

margins	than	their	elders	of	the	1930–1945	cohort.24	If	necessary	to	protect	those
programs,	a	majority	of	boomers	would	breach	the	ultimate	conservative	taboo:
they	would	accept	tax	increases	on	high	earners.25	Paul	Ryan	conservatives	they
were	not.
Here’s	what	those	right-leaning	boomers	did	mean	by	“conservatism.”	If	read

a	list	of	fiscally	liberal	statements	like,	“It	is	the	responsibility	of	government	to



take	care	of	people	who	cannot	take	care	of	themselves,”	boomers	became
increasingly	likely	to	deliver	a	stern	no	over	the	twenty	years	between	the	1990s
and	the	2010s.	In	fact,	by	2010,	they	had	become	the	age	cohort	most	likely	to
answer	no,	more	so	than	either	their	elders	or	juniors.26	They	were	the	cohort
most	likely	to	attribute	individual	economic	troubles	to	those	individuals’	own
personal	failings,	rather	than	to	ill	fortune,	racism,	or	any	other	systemic	cause.
It	would	be	easy	to	caricature	these	views	as	the	politics	of	“I’ve	got	mine.”

But	look	again	at	the	contrasting	generational	experiences:	People	born	between
1930	and	1945	entered	the	workforce	just	in	time	to	ride	the	longest	boom	in
middle-class	living	standards	from	beginning	to	end.	They	bought	their	first
houses	when	housing	was	cheap	and	sold	their	empty	nests	in	the	real	estate
bubble	of	the	2000s.	The	youngest	of	them	had	qualified	for	Medicare	before	the
Republicans	took	control	of	Congress	in	2010,	and	all	of	them	were	exempted
from	the	cost	cutting	projected	by	Paul	Ryan.	The	boomers	had	faced	more
competition	for	everything,	from	jobs	to	housing,	and	now	faced	an	ominous
retirement	environment.	If	they	acted	like	shipwreck	survivors	in	an	already
overcrowded	lifeboat	.	.	.	well,	the	boat	really	was	jammed	awfully	tight.
“Seventy-five	percent	of	Americans	nearing	retirement	age	in	2010	had	less

than	$30,000	in	their	retirement	accounts,”	reported	Teresa	Ghilarducci	of	the
New	York	Times.27	They	would	need	their	federal	retirement	benefits	much	more
than	they	had	anticipated	back	when	they	were	younger	and	more	liberal.	The
slogan	“Keep	the	Government’s	Hands	Off	My	Medicare”	was	easily	mocked,
but	it	actually	stated	a	perfectly	plausible	position:	Who	else	but	the	government
could	lay	hands	on	your	Medicare?	Among	Americans	aged	fifty	to	sixty-four,
agreement	with	the	sentiment	“government	has	become	too	involved	in	health
care”	rose	sixteen	points	between	2009	and	2013.	(Among	Americans	over
sixty-five,	by	contrast,	agreement	with	that	sentiment	rose	only	eight	points	over
the	same	period.)28	These	Americans	were	not	ignorantly	denying	that	the
government	paid	for	Medicare.	They	were	indignantly	objecting	lest	government
pay	for	anything	else.	As	when	they	had	resisted	the	draft	in	the	1960s,	so	now
when	they	refused	changes	to	Medicare,	the	politics	of	the	baby	boom
generation	were	the	politics	of	generational	self-defense.
In	a	close	and	careful	2011	study	of	the	politics	of	the	Tea	Party,	three

Harvard	scholars,	Vanessa	Williamson,	Theda	Skocpol,	and	John	Coggin,
remarked,	“Tea	Partiers	judge	entitlement	programs	not	in	terms	of	abstract	free-
market	orthodoxy,	but	according	to	the	perceived	deservingness	of	recipients.”29

Tea	Partiers	differentiated	between	those	who	worked	(or	who	had	worked)	and
those	who	sought	something	for	nothing—in	other	words,	between	people	as
they	imagined	themselves	and	the	people	they	imagined	competing	against	them.



The	Tea	Party	was	often	described	as	a	libertarian	movement,	opposed	to	big
spending	and	big	deficits.	And	certainly	those	were	themes	often	sounded	by
Republican	candidates	in	the	2010	primaries	and	elections.	But	that’s	not	what
Tea	Party	voters	and	rally	attenders	cared	about.	Here’s	a	piece	of	oratory	from
the	TV	star	made	by	the	Tea	Party	movement,	Glenn	Beck,	then	on	Fox	News:

Do	you	watch	the	direction	that	America	is	being	taken	in	and	feel	powerless	to	stop	it?	Do
you	believe	that	your	voice	isn’t	loud	enough	to	be	heard	above	the	noise	anymore?	Do	you
read	the	headlines	everyday	and	feel	an	empty	pit	in	your	stomach	.	.	.	as	if	you’re	completely
alone?	If	so,	then	you’ve	fallen	for	the	Wizard	of	Oz	lie.	While	the	voices	you	hear	in	the
distance	may	sound	intimidating,	as	if	they	surround	us	from	all	sides—the	reality	is	very
different.	Once	you	pull	the	curtain	away	you	realize	that	there	are	only	a	few	people	pressing
the	buttons,	and	their	voices	are	weak.	The	truth	is	that	they	don’t	surround	us	at	all.	We
surround	them.30

We	versus	them.	Not	state	versus	society.	Certainly	not	revenues	versus
expenditures.	We	versus	them.
In	a	multiethnic	society,	economic	redistribution	inescapably	implies	ethnic

redistribution.	I	wrote	those	words	after	the	2012	election,	and	they	apply	even
more	forcefully	after	2016.31	Of	the	US	residents	who	lacked	health	insurance
prior	to	the	2008	financial	crisis,	27	percent	were	foreign	born.32	As	the	Obama
administration	squeezed	Medicare	to	fund	the	Affordable	Care	Act,	it’s	not
surprising	that	many	white	boomers	perceived	Obamacare	as	a	transfer	of	health
care	resources	from	“us”	to	“them”—by	a	president	who	identified	with	“them”
and	not	with	“us.”
The	social	scientist	Robert	Putnam	observed	with	dismay	in	2007	that	“new

evidence	from	the	US	suggests	that	in	ethnically	diverse	neighbourhoods
residents	of	all	races	tend	to	‘hunker	down.’	Trust	(even	of	one’s	own	race)	is
lower,	altruism	and	community	cooperation	rarer,	friends	fewer.”33	Projects	of
social	and	economic	reform	crash	into	the	reality	that	human	beings	most
willingly	cooperate	when	they	feel	common	identity.	In	a	society	undergoing
rapid	demographic	change,	loyalties	narrow.
Republican	politicians	since	the	1980s	had	spoken	a	language	of	“hope”	and

“opportunity.”	They	repeated	the	performance	in	2015.	“We	will	lift	our	sights
again,	make	opportunity	common	again,	get	events	in	the	world	moving	our	way
again,”	declared	Jeb	Bush	in	his	presidential	announcement	address.34	“I	want	to
talk	to	you	this	morning	about	reigniting	the	promise	of	America,”	said	Ted	Cruz
in	his,	and	Marco	Rubio	likewise	hailed	“our	nation’s	identity	as	a	land	of
opportunity.”35

“Believe	in	America!”	“A	new	American	century!”	What	are	they	talking
about?	wondered	voters	battered	and	bruised	by	the	previous	American	century.



Donald	Trump,	the	oldest	candidate	on	the	Republican	stage,	was	also	the	first	to
discern	that	the	political	language	of	the	1980s	had	lost	its	power.	The	most
common	age	for	white	Americans	in	2015	was	fifty-five.36	These	older	white
voters	were	more	eager	to	protect	what	they	had	than	to	hustle	for	more.	They
wanted	less	change,	not	more.	They	cared	about	security,	not	opportunity.
Protection	of	the	status	quo	was	what	candidate	Trump	offered.
Donald	Trump	created	in	effect	a	three-party	system	in	the	United	States,	by

building	a	new	Trump	party	in	between	the	Democratic	and	Republican	parties.
In	the	decisive	state	of	Pennsylvania,	for	example,	Trump	and	the	successful
Republican	candidate	for	US	Senate,	Pat	Toomey,	won	almost	exactly	equal
numbers	of	votes:	2.97	million	for	Trump;	2.95	million	for	Toomey.	But	Trump
and	Toomey	won	their	votes	in	very	different	places.	In	Pennsylvania’s	four
richest	counties—Chester,	Montgomery,	Bucks,	and	Delaware—Toomey
received	altogether	177,000	more	votes	than	Trump.	In	all	the	rest	of	the	state,
Toomey	ran	well	behind	Trump.

One	poll	found	that	nearly	half	of	all	white	working-class	voters	agreed	with	the
statement,	“Things	have	changed	so	much	that	I	often	feel	like	a	stranger	in	my
own	country.”37	As	America	has	become	more	diverse,	tribalism	has	intensified.
The	Left’s	hopes	for	a	social	democratic	politics	founded	on	class	without	regard
to	race	look	only	slightly	less	moribund	than	the	think-tank	conservatism	of	low
taxes	and	open	borders.
Perhaps	the	very	darkness	of	the	Trump	experience	can	summon	the	nation	to

its	senses	and	jolt	Americans	to	a	new	politics	of	commonality,	a	new	politics	in
which	the	Trump	experience	is	remembered	as	the	end	of	something	bad,	and
not	the	beginning	of	something	worse.	Trump	appealed	to	what	was	mean	and
cruel	and	shameful.	The	power	of	that	appeal	should	never	be	underestimated.
But	once	its	power	fades,	even	those	who	have	succumbed	will	feel	regret.
Those	who	have	expressed	regret	will	need	some	kind	of	exit	from

Trumpocracy,	some	reintegration	into	a	politics	again	founded	on	decency.	The
best	justice	is	reconciliation,	urged	Desmond	Tutu	as	he	chaired	South	Africa’s
inquiry	into	its	past.	That	was	also	the	teaching	of	America’s	greatest	president
too	in	the	country’s	most	searing	agony	of	trial.	If	Lincoln	could	say	it	then,	we
can	in	this	so	much	less	harrowing	passage	surely	repeat:

Human	nature	will	not	change.	In	any	future	great	national	trial,	compared	with	the	men	of
this,	we	shall	have	as	weak,	and	as	strong;	as	silly	and	as	wise;	as	bad	and	good.	Let	us,
therefore,	study	the	incidents	of	this,	as	philosophy	to	learn	wisdom	from,	and	none	of	them	as
wrongs	to	be	revenged.38



Chapter	12
Hope

In	the	spring	of	2017,	I	received	an	email	from	a	reader	of	the	Atlantic.	It	read,
in	relevant	part:

I	have	made	a	point	to	make	a	concrete	(if	small)	act	of	civic	engagement	every	weekday.
These	acts	have	included	contacting	my	school	board	regarding	digital	media	literacy,	calling
my	national	and	state	legislators	about	important	issues,	and	embarking	on	a	program	of	self-
education.	I	have	read	about	the	history,	politics,	and	the	philosophical	ideals	of	our	republic.
To	date	I	have	read	(albeit	at	a	slow	pace)	Paine’s	Common	Sense,	Slack’s	Liberty’s	First
Crisis,	and	I	am	in	the	middle	of	reading	John	Stuart	Mill’s	essay	“On	Liberty.”	I	would	have
taken	none	of	those	actions	prior	to	this	last	election.

These	are	dark	days	for	the	United	States,	yet	they	are	pierced	by	shafts	of
light.	A	new	spirit	of	citizen	responsibility	is	waking	in	the	land.	Americans	are
turning	off	cable	networks	that	lie	to	them	to	consume	instead	more	and	better
news.1	Instead	of	theatrical	street	protests,	concerned	citizens	have	turned	to
productive	political	action:	phone	calls	to	congressional	offices,	registration	to
vote.
Most	of	this	book	has	dealt	with	the	harm	done	by	the	presidency	of	Donald

Trump	and	by	those	who	enabled	it.	Yet	good	can	come	of	bad.	From	raging
fires	rise	young	forests.	From	former	errors	can	be	gained	new	wisdom.	What
can	we	gain	from	Trump?	What	unexpected	gifts	may	yet	be	seized	from	this
bad	moment	in	American	politics?
The	first	gift	to	gain	from	the	Trump	moment	is	the	gift	of	wider	vision.
Cynically	yes,	but	effectively	too,	Donald	Trump	seized	more	accurately	than

any	candidate	in	2016	on	issues	neglected	by	more	conventional	politicians:	the



ravages	of	drug	addiction,	the	costs	of	immigration,	the	cultural	and	economic
decline	of	the	industrial	working	class.
As	America	evolves	toward	a	more	unequal,	more	plutocratic	society,	its

politicians—and	certainly	its	federal	politicians—inhabit	the	world	of	a	remote
upper	class.	Even	when	they	start	poor,	as	Bill	Clinton	did,	they	do	not	stay	that
way.
Despite	his	flamboyant	claims	to	wealth,	Donald	Trump	succeeded	in

speaking	to	and	for	huge	sections	of	the	American	electorate	that	other
politicians	spoke	only	about.	He	identified	forgotten	and	angry	parts	of	America.
His	hurts,	his	grievances,	his	resentments,	enabled	him	to	channel	theirs.	It	was
fraud,	but	it	was	not	all	fraud.
The	dangers	posed	by	Trump	exposed	the	dangers	posed	by	his	supporters.

Working-class	America	has	not	seemed	dangerous	for	a	long	time.	But	back
when	it	did	seem	dangerous,	that	danger	persuaded	the	privileged—or	enough	of
them—that	concessions	must	be	made.

We	urge	control	and	supervision	by	the	nation	as	an	antidote	to	the	movement	for	state
socialism.	Those	who	advocate	total	lack	of	regulation,	those	who	advocate	lawlessness	in	the
business	world,	themselves	give	the	strongest	impulse	to	what	I	believe	would	be	the
deadening	movement	toward	unadulterated	state	socialism.2

So	urged	Theodore	Roosevelt	more	than	a	century	ago.	His	urgings	would	not
become	realities,	however,	until	the	Depression	and	the	Cold	War	forced
reforms	to	avert	the	menace	of	communism	at	home	and	overseas.	It	was	in	very
large	part	fear	of	communism	that	induced	businesses	to	provide	pensions	and
health	care	benefits	to	employees	.	.	.	that	inspired	the	federal	government	to
invest	in	great	public	universities	.	.	.	and	that	compelled	the	United	States	to
uproot	racial	segregation.	President	John	F.	Kennedy	argued	that	case	explicitly
in	a	televised	address	in	1963:	“Today,	we	are	committed	to	a	worldwide
struggle	to	promote	and	protect	the	rights	of	all	who	wish	to	be	free.	And	when
Americans	are	sent	to	Vietnam	or	West	Berlin,	we	do	not	ask	for	whites	only.”3

Fears	of	revolutionary	socialism	have	faded.	For	more	than	a	quarter	century,
we	have	lived	in	a	world	where	economic	and	cultural	elites	have	felt	secure
from	challenge	as	seldom	before.	Unsurprisingly,	those	elites	have	over	that
same	time	become	far	less	inclined	to	share	their	prosperity	with	the	rest	of	their
society.	“Power	concedes	nothing	without	a	demand.	It	never	did	and	never
will,”	as	Frederick	Douglass	famously	said.	Along	with	all	his	boasting	and
bullying,	his	crassness	and	cruelty,	his	ignorance	and	his	indolence,	his	tantrums
and	his	treasons,	Donald	Trump	also	carried	with	him	the	text	of	a	demand	that
—this	time—could	not	be	shrugged	off	by	society’s	leaders	and	owners.



A	second	gift	from	Trump’s	inadvertent	hand	is	the	rediscovery	of	the
preciousness	of	truth.	“Post-truth	is	pre-fascism,”	wrote	Yale	historian	Timothy
Snyder	in	a	viral	Facebook	post	just	days	after	Donald	Trump	won	a	majority	in
the	Electoral	College,	“and	to	abandon	facts	is	to	abandon	freedom.”4	Profound
words,	and	true.	But	it	was	not	only	Donald	Trump	who	had	left	truth	behind,
who	scorned	the	very	concept	of	truth.	Trump	entered	a	culture	prepared	for
him;	he	filled	a	cavity	excavated	by	the	work	of	thousands	of	toiling	academics
and	intellectuals.	An	example	of	their	handiwork:

The	idea	that	there	is	a	single	truth–“the	Truth”–is	a	construct	of	the	Euro-West	that	is	deeply
rooted	in	the	Enlightenment,	which	was	a	movement	that	also	described	Black	and	Brown
people	as	both	subhuman	and	impervious	to	pain.	This	construction	is	a	myth	and	white
supremacy,	imperialism,	colonization,	capitalism,	and	the	United	States	of	America	are	all	of
its	progeny.	The	idea	that	the	truth	is	an	entity	for	which	we	must	search,	in	matters	that
endanger	our	abilities	to	exist	in	open	spaces,	is	an	attempt	to	silence	oppressed	peoples.5

That	is	an	extract	from	an	open	letter	drafted	by	students	at	Pomona	College
to	justify	the	use	of	force	and	threat	of	violence	to	prevent	a	campus	talk	by	a
scholar	they	disliked.	The	most	radical	thing	about	that	statement	was	precisely
how	conventional	its	contents	were.
When	the	phrase	“post-truth”	began	to	circulate	in	the	1980s,	it	originated	as

something	close	to	a	compliment.	The	idea	that	things	were	“true”	or	“false”	was
outmoded,	even	reactionary!	Michel	Foucault	and	other	advanced	thinkers	had
shown	that	liberation	would	follow	only	once	we	accepted	that	“truth”	served
merely	as	a	euphemism	for	self-serving	ideologies	devised	by	holders	of	power.6
All	we	can	know	for	certain,	insisted	this	glamorous	new	system	of	thought,	are
“narratives”:	yours,	mine—and	no	way	of	judging	between	them,	except	on	the
basis	of	race/class/gender.
But	if	there	is	no	truth,	there	can	be	no	lying.	And	suddenly	Americans	are

appreciating	that	“lying”	is	a	concept	very	badly	needed	by	democratic	politics.
Americans	are	discovering	that	it’s	important	also	to	distinguish	between	the
normal	tools	of	the	politician’s	trade—evasion,	equivocation,	the	timely	change
of	subject—and	the	inversion	of	reality	that	is	routinely	heard	from	Donald
Trump.

A	leader	who	lies	constantly	can	distort	a	nation’s	perception	of	reality.	“You
are	annihilated,	exhausted,	you	can’t	control	yourself	or	remember	what	you	said
two	minutes	before.	You	feel	that	all	is	lost,”	as	one	man	who	had	been	subject
to	Mao	Zedong’s	“reeducation”	campaign	in	China	put	it	to	the	psychiatrist
Robert	Lifton.	“You	accept	anything	he	says.”7



Trump’s	incessant	lying	has	indeed	warped	the	minds	of	his	core	supporters.
As	noted	earlier,	more	than	half	of	Republicans	have	accepted	Trump’s	false
claim	to	have	won	the	popular	vote;8	only	9	percent	of	Republicans	acknowledge
that	Russia	tried	to	influence	the	2016	election.9
Yet	60	percent	of	Americans—and	the	number	is	steadily	rising—reject

Trump’s	lies	about	his	connections	to	Russia.10	Even	as	Trump	marches	his	ever-
dwindling	band	of	supporters	toward	ever	more	threadbare	untruths,	a	growing
majority	of	Americans	crave	truth,	seek	truth,	and	vindicate	truth.	They	cherish
truth	as	something	real	in	itself,	not	a	construct	of	power,	not	a	“narrative”	that
varies	according	to	the	hyphens	in	one’s	personal	identity.	“In	a	room	where
people	unanimously	maintain	a	conspiracy	of	silence,	one	word	of	truth	sounds
like	a	pistol	shot.”	So	said	the	great	Polish	poet	Czeslaw	Milosz	in	his	1980
Nobel	Prize	lecture.11	Long	before	Trump	and	his	deceitful	crew	appeared	on	the
scene,	a	conspiracy	against	the	ideal	of	truth	had	gained	the	upper	hand	among
those	entrusted	with	the	education	of	the	young	and	the	sustaining	of	high
culture.	If	revulsion	against	Trump’s	lies	should	at	last	discredit	and	overthrow
that	conspiracy,	what	a	fine	second	gift	that	would	be.
A	nation	that	teaches	its	children	to	abhor	bullying	discovered	it	had	installed

the	noisiest	bully	in	the	country	in	the	highest	office	in	the	land.	Trump
surrounded	himself	with	a	staff	cringing	and	obsequious	to	him—and
overbearing	toward	everybody	else.	As	the	country	got	to	know	this	gang,
Americans	unwrapped	a	third	gift	of	Trump:	a	renewal	of	their	disgust	for	those
who	join	power	to	cruelty.
On	the	morning	of	July	26,	2017,	President	Trump	awoke	to	uncongenial

news.	The	FBI	had	raided	the	Virginia	home	of	Trump’s	former	campaign
manager,	Paul	Manafort.	Trump	reacted	to	this	indignity	as	bullies	typically	do:
by	lashing	out	at	someone	more	vulnerable.	At	8:56	a.m.,	the	president	tweeted
this	attention-grabbing	message:	“After	consultation	with	my	Generals	and
military	experts,	please	be	advised	that	the	United	States	Government	will	not
accept	or	allow	.	.	.”	He	paused	there	for	eight	minutes,	leaving	the	world	to
wonder	what	might	follow	such	a	dramatic	opening.	At	9:04,	he	posted	part	two:
“.	.	.	Transgender	individuals	to	serve	in	any	capacity	in	the	U.S.	Military.	Our
military	must	be	focused	on	decisive	and	overwhelming	.	.	.”	etc.
Americans	quickly	learned	that,	as	usual,	the	president	was	speaking

impulsively.	There	had	been	no	consultation;	in	fact,	the	military	was	taken
completely	by	surprise.	The	last-minute	Obama	policy	opening	the	military	to
transgender	soldiers	had	been	postponed	by	the	incoming	administration	in
January;	there	was	no	particular	reason	to	take	any	action	at	all	on	July	26.	One
aide	suggested	the	motive	was	political.	“This	forces	Democrats	in	Rust	Belt



states	like	Ohio,	Michigan,	and	Wisconsin	to	take	complete	ownership	of	this
issue,”	the	aide	said	to	Jonathan	Swan	of	Axios.	But	that	was	transparently	an
after-the-fact	rationalization	rather	than	an	actual	motive.	The	move	was	not
cleared	in	advance	with	Republican	members	in	Congress,	a	number	of	whom
quickly	opposed	it,	so	Democrats	were	not	forced	to	“take	complete	ownership.”
The	most	plausible	explanation	of	events	was	that	Trump	tweeted	simply	to
enjoy	the	momentary	pleasure	of	power	over	others,	without	any	plan	or	even
intention	to	translate	his	imperious	words	into	policy.
But	here’s	the	gift:	Americans	almost	instantly	recognized	Trump’s	cynical

bullying	for	what	it	was—and	overwhelmingly	condemned	it.	A	week	after
Trump’s	order,	polls	found	that	68	percent	of	Americans	supported	open	service
by	transgender	military	personnel;	only	27	percent	agreed	with	the	president’s
ban.12	What’s	remarkable	about	this	turn	is	that	Americans	by	large	majorities
reject	the	main	claim	that	transgender	people	make	about	themselves,	that	they
authentically	belong	to	a	sex	different	from	that	into	which	they	were	born	at
birth.13	Once	Donald	Trump	started	tweeting,	those	prior	positions	ceased	to
matter.	Whatever	their	other	opinions,	if	any,	about	what	it	meant	to	call	oneself
transgender,	a	large	majority	of	Americans	agreed	that	it	should	not	mean	a
kicking	from	a	holder	of	power	to	salve	his	hurt	ego.
“Americans	hate	a	bully.”	We	tell	ourselves	this,	but	in	2015	and	2016	we	had

reason	to	doubt	the	self-assurance.	For	eighteen	months	on	the	campaign	trail,
Trump	modeled	behaviors	that	would	seem	in	any	other	context	about	as
repugnant	as	could	be—and	yet	despite	it	all	he	was	ushered	to	the	most	honored
place	in	American	society.	From	that	place,	however,	he	has	jolted	Americans	to
recover	their	best	character.	Americans	do	hate	a	bully.
In	the	early	shock	of	the	Trump	presidency,	some	bookish	people	circulated	a

vision	of	the	future	published	by	the	philosopher	Richard	Rorty	in	1998.

At	that	point,	something	will	crack.	The	nonsuburban	electorate	will	decide	that	the	system
has	failed	and	start	looking	around	for	a	strongman	to	vote	for—someone	willing	to	assure
them	that,	once	he	is	elected,	the	smug	bureaucrats,	tricky	lawyers,	overpaid	bond	salesmen,
and	postmodernist	professors	will	no	longer	be	calling	the	shots.	.	.	.
One	thing	that	is	very	likely	to	happen	is	that	the	gains	made	in	the	past	40	years	by	black

and	brown	Americans,	and	by	homosexuals,	will	be	wiped	out.	Jocular	contempt	for	women
will	come	back	into	fashion.14

Chilling!	Only	.	.	.	this	is	precisely	what	did	not	happen.	Gains	were	not	wiped
out.	Contempt	did	not	return	to	fashion.	To	the	contrary,	it’s	remarkable	how	the
ascendancy	of	Trump	coincided	with	the	wreck	of	the	careers	of	America’s	most
notorious	and	flagrant	abusers	of	women:	Roger	Ailes,	Bill	O’Reilly,	Harvey



Weinstein,	and	their	lesser	emulators.
“The	president’s	primary	problem	as	a	leader,”	Peggy	Noonan	stingingly

remarked,

is	not	that	he	is	impetuous,	brash	or	naive.	It’s	not	that	he	is	inexperienced,	crude,	an	outsider.
It	is	that	he	is	weak	and	sniveling.	It	is	that	he	undermines	himself	almost	daily	by	ignoring
traditional	norms	and	forms	of	American	masculinity.	He’s	not	strong	and	self-controlled,	not
cool	and	tough,	not	low-key	and	determined;	he’s	whiny,	weepy	and	self-pitying.	He	throws
himself,	sobbing,	on	the	body	politic.	He’s	a	drama	queen.15

Trump	reminded	Americans	of	the	old	schoolyard	lesson:	the	bully	is	a
coward.	Another	gift.
Trump	has	recalled	Americans	of	the	Left	to	an	appreciation	of	the	vital	role

of	national	security	agencies.	It	seems	an	eon	ago	that	Edward	Snowden	was
hailed	as	a	hero.	The	outcome	of	the	2016	election	reminded	Americans	of	the
Left	that	in	this	age	of	asymmetric	warfare,	national	security	threats	often	take
covert	and	clandestine	forms,	and	so	therefore	must	national	defense.	The
integrity	of	American	voting	systems	is	an	even	more	vital	part	of	the	nation’s
indispensable	national	infrastructure	than	power	grids	or	gas	pipelines.	Since
9/11,	the	nation	has	spent	tens	of	billions	to	harden	those—while	leaving
exposed	to	subversion	and	corruption	the	master	system	that	governs	them	all.
One	hears	as	well	justified	self-criticism	from	veterans	of	the	Obama	team.	“I

feel	like	we	sort	of	choked,”	the	Washington	Post	quoted	a	former	senior	official
involved	in	the	Obama	administration’s	deliberations	on	Russia.	“It	is	the
hardest	thing	about	my	entire	time	in	government	to	defend.”16	The	Obama
administration	can	cite	explanations,	including	the	resistance	of	the	Republican
congressional	leadership,	and	the	even	more	aggressive	defiance	of	Republican
state	party	leaders.	Like	many	of	us,	they	underestimated	Trump’s	political
chances.	Why	risk	a	political	convulsion	to	protect	the	country	against	a	sure
loser?	But	there	are	no	“sure	losers”	in	presidential	politics,	only	probable	losers
—and	the	improbable	sometimes	happens.
In	2012,	President	Obama	and	many	Democrats	mocked	Mitt	Romney	for

sounding	a	prescient	alarm	about	Russian	aggression	under	Vladimir	Putin.	“The
1980s	are	now	calling	to	ask	for	their	foreign	policy	back,”	Obama	chided	in	the
presidential	candidates’	foreign	policy	debate.	But	Romney	was	right	and
Obama	wrong,	as	many	in	Obama’s	own	party	now	concede.17	Left-of-center
Americans	have	now	also	awoken	to	the	havoc	Vladimir	Putin	is	wreaking	on
the	international	system	and	the	danger	he	poses	to	their	country	and	its
democratic	institutions.	A	harder,	tougher,	and	less	illusioned	American	Left:	a
strange	gift	from	Donald	Trump,	but	real.



Gifts	have	arrived	too	for	the	political	Right.	The	Republican	Party	had	dead-
ended	itself	in	the	Obama	years,	which	is	precisely	why	it	lay	vulnerable	to	a
manifest	charlatan	like	Donald	Trump.	Many—perhaps	most—conservatives
will	follow	Trump	down	the	MAGA	path	to	whichever	doom	it	leads.	But	the
principled	and	creative	have	resisted—and	after	many	years	of	frozen	orthodoxy,
now	at	last	an	opportunity	for	reform	and	renewal	may	open.
For	conservatives,	recovery	from	Trump	will	not	be	a	fast	or	easy	process.

The	Trump	experience	will	likely	bequeath	a	severely	damaged	Republican
Party.	At	the	Cleveland	convention	in	June	2016,	I	struck	up	a	conversation	with
a	delegate	wearing	a	queasy	expression	on	his	face.	He	ran	a	trade	association	in
a	purple	state,	had	been	a	Romney	supporter	in	2012,	had	voted	anybody-but-
Trump	in	his	state’s	primary	in	2016.
“So	what	will	you	do	now?”
“I	suppose	I’ll	have	to	vote	for	him:	he’s	the	nominee.”

“And	your	wife?”
“Oh	no,	she	won’t.”
“Your	kids?”
“They’ve	re-registered	as	Democrats.”
Trump	has	repelled	a	generation	of	young	people	from	conservatism	and

Republicanism.	He	has	imprinted	upon	his	party	his	own	prejudices,	corruption,
and	ignorance.	Republican	candidates	will	pay	a	price	for	that	legacy	for	years
and	decades	ahead.	But	if	nothing	else,	there	is	no	denying	now	the	outdatedness
of	the	dogmas	that	gripped	the	Republican	Party	over	the	past	decade.	The	old
ways	have	conclusively	failed,	been	repudiated	even	by	their	own	previous
supporters.	New	answers	must	be	devised,	and	may	finally	gain	a	hearing.	Some
fantasize	that	the	two-party	system	is	to	blame	for	the	ills	of	US	politics,	that	the
answer	is	for	moderates	and	independents	to	join	together	for	a	sensible	politics
of	the	center.	Trump	demonstrated	that	the	independents	are	not	moderates,	and
that	the	center	is	not	always	so	sensible.	What’s	most	needed	is	not	to	insert
moderation	in	some	no-man’s-land	between	the	parties,	but	to	restore
moderation	to	the	parties,	and	especially	to	the	self-radicalized	Republican	Party.
It	may	seem	a	long	shot,	but,	to	borrow	a	line	from	the	movie	Argo,	“this	is	the
best	bad	plan	we	have.”
Sullied	as	it	is	by	Trump,	the	Republican	Party	will	outlast	him.	It	must	be

redeemed	and	repurposed.	If	and	as	conservatives	accept	that	reality,	they	can
again	offer	useful	public	service,	after	the	bitter	waste	that	was	Trumpocracy.
Trump	has	given	gifts	to	the	world	outside	the	United	States	as	well.
Donald	Trump	entered	electoral	politics	in	2015	as	just	one	among	the	many



authoritarian	populists	bidding	for	power	in	the	aftermath	of	the	global	economic
crisis.	There	seemed	to	be	fellow	Trumps	on	the	march	everywhere	across	the
Western	developed	world.	That	march	has	not	halted.	Marine	Le	Pen	lost	the
French	presidency	in	2017,	but	with	double	the	share	of	the	vote	received	by	her
father	in	2002.	The	German	center	held,	but	the	parties	of	the	extremes	are	rising
as	social	democracy	fades.	From	England	to	Austria	to	Catalonia,	nationalism
and	statism	are	rising.	Yet	Trump	has	at	least	checked	the	forward	momentum	of
Europe’s	nationalist	authoritarians.	His	behaviors	have	brought	enough	discredit
upon	his	style	of	politics	to	buy	time	for	conservative	liberals	and	liberal
conservatives	to	regroup,	rethink,	renew,	and	revive.
“Have	you	ever	considered	that	the	purpose	of	your	life	may	be	to	serve	as	a

warning	to	others?”	That	sardonic	message	appears	on	a	poster	satirizing	the
inspirational	messages	offered	by	coaches	and	guidance	counselors.	The	Trump
administration	may	exist	to	fulfill	just	such	a	destiny:	to	remind	other	peoples	in
other	countries	that	while	constitutional	government	may	sometimes	look	like	an
endless	and	pointless	squabble,	the	promises	of	superior	results	from	supposed
strongmen	are	always	self-serving	lies.	The	American	president	who	most
despised	European	democracy	may	end	by	perversely	and	unintentionally
preserving	and	enhancing	it.	You’re	welcome.
But	of	all	the	gifts	of	Trump,	the	best	is	that	which	heads	this	chapter:	the

surge	in	civic	spirit	that	has	moved	Americans	since	the	ominous	night	of
November	8,	2016.	It	is	as	if	millions	of	people	awoke	the	next	morning	to	the
realization,	“I	must	become	a	better	citizen.”
I’ve	quoted	many	surveys	and	polls	in	this	book,	but	here	is	the	one	that

alarmed	me	the	most	when	it	was	published	and	alarms	me	the	most	still.	It	is	a
cross-national	study	conducted	by	Roberto	Foa	and	Yascha	Mounk,	and
published	in	the	Journal	of	Democracy	in	July	2016.

Citizens	in	a	number	of	supposedly	consolidated	democracies	in	North	America	and	Western
Europe	have	not	only	grown	more	critical	of	their	political	leaders.	Rather,	they	have	also
become	more	cynical	about	the	value	of	democracy	as	a	political	system,	less	hopeful	that
anything	they	do	might	influence	public	policy,	and	more	willing	to	express	support	for
authoritarian	alternatives.	The	crisis	of	democratic	legitimacy	extends	across	a	much	wider	set
of	indicators	than	previously	appreciated.
How	much	importance	do	citizens	of	developed	countries	ascribe	to	living	in	a	democracy?

Among	older	generations,	the	devotion	to	democracy	is	about	as	fervent	and	widespread	as
one	might	expect:	In	the	United	States,	for	example,	people	born	during	the	interwar	period
consider	democratic	governance	an	almost	sacred	value.	When	asked	to	rate	on	a	scale	of	1	to
10	how	“essential”	it	is	for	them	“to	live	in	a	democracy,”	72	percent	of	those	born	before
World	War	II	check	“10,”	the	highest	value.	So	do	55	percent	of	the	same	cohort	in	the
Netherlands.	But	.	.	.	the	millennial	generation	(those	born	since	1980)	has	grown	much	more
indifferent.	Only	one	in	three	Dutch	millennials	accords	maximal	importance	to	living	in	a



democracy;	in	the	United	States,	that	number	is	slightly	lower,	around	30	percent.18

The	new	disenchantment	with	democracy	is	most	often	expressed	by	the	more
affluent.	About	one-third	of	Americans	in	the	top	three	income	deciles	said	it
would	be	“good”	or	“very	good”	to	be	governed	by	a	“strong	leader”	who
“doesn’t	have	to	bother	with	elections.”	The	younger	the	age	cohort,	Foa	and
Mounk	observe,	the	wider	this	“democracy	gap”	between	the	more	and	less
affluent.
It	should	be	stressed	that	the	democratic	fade-out	is	not	exclusively	a	right-of-

center	phenomenon.	A	2015	Pew	survey	of	attitudes	toward	free	speech	found
that	Democrats	were	twice	as	likely	as	Republicans	to	agree	that	the	government
should	have	the	power	to	suppress	speech	offensive	to	minority	groups:	35
percent	to	18	percent.19	These	repressive	attitudes	also	prevailed	most	strongly
among	the	young:	40	percent	of	millennials	would	empower	the	state	to	suppress
speech	offensive	to	minority	groups,	as	opposed	to	25	percent	of	the	middle
aged,	and	only	12	percent	of	those	born	before	World	War	II.
Belief	in	democracy	waxes	and	wanes.	Alexander	Keyssar’s	history	of

American	voting	rights	quotes	an	unsigned	contribution	to	the	Atlantic	Monthly
in	1879:

Thirty	or	forty	years	ago	it	was	considered	the	rankest	heresy	to	doubt	that	a	government
based	on	universal	suffrage	was	the	wisest	and	best	that	could	be	devised.	.	.	.	Such	is	not	now
the	case.	Expressions	of	doubt	and	distrust	in	regard	to	universal	suffrage	are	heard	constantly
in	conversation,	and	in	all	parts	of	the	country.20

Such	doubts	would	shadow	Americans	for	half	a	century,	until	the	rise	of
totalitarianism	in	the	1930s	confronted	them	with	the	real-world	alternative	to
democracy:	not	the	patrician	elitism	of	the	superior	magazines,	but	the	violent
brutalities	of	fascism,	communism,	and	Nazism.	The	Americans	who	absorbed
that	lesson,	often	in	blood	and	suffering	and	grief,	held	it	fast	through	their	lives.
But	Nazism	is	now	only	an	epithet	and	communism	not	even	that.	Liberal

democracy	imposes	limits	and	requires	compromises.	To	people	raised	in
wealthy	societies,	accustomed	to	having	their	wishes	not	only	exactly	met	but
delivered	to	their	door,	liberal	democracy	must	seem	grudging	and
unsatisfactory.	You	don’t	get	exactly	what	you	want!	You	often	must	settle	for
something	you	dislike,	in	order	to	avert	something	you	would	dislike	more.
It	seems	unromantic—until	you	encounter	the	alternative.	“Unhappy	is	the

land	that	breeds	no	heroes,”	remarks	a	character	in	Bertolt	Brecht’s	Galileo.
“No,”	replies	the	title	character.	“Unhappy	is	the	land	that	needs	heroes.”	If	you
seek	revolution,	go	seek	it	in	business,	in	technology,	in	the	arts.	The	steadiness



and	predictability	of	well-functioning	liberal	democracy	enables	innovation	in
every	other	area	of	life.
The	candidate	who	won	the	most	support	from	young	voters	in	2016,	Bernie

Sanders,	noisily	promised	to	upend	that	status	quo:

With	your	support	and	the	support	of	millions	of	people	throughout	this	country,	we	begin	a
political	revolution	to	transform	our	country	economically,	politically,	socially,	and
environmentally.21

Sanders	promised	a	politics	of	ever-accelerating	change,	of	boundless	goals,	a
politics	that	offered	answers	to	the	existential	questions.	In	a	constitutional
democracy,	these	questions	should	fall	to	each	of	us	to	resolve	individually,
outside	of	politics,	not	collectively	and	by	means	of	politics.	People	who	have
never	suffered	the	tyranny	and	terror	of	utopian	politics	may	hearken	to	radical
and	revolutionary	slogans.	We	see	them	in	black	masks,	professing	to	be
“antifascist”	even	as	they	emulate	the	street	violence	of	Blackshirts	and
Brownshirts	against	the	targets	of	their	own	totalitarian	ideology.	The	Trump
presidency	may	administer	a	much-needed	booster	shot	to	enhance	the	anti-
authoritarian	immunities	of	a	younger	generation	apparently	lacking	in	them.
Democratic	Party	gains	in	2018	would	surely	do	something	to	check	President

Trump.	Merely	partisan	fluctuations	will	not,	however,	suffice	to	restore
American	institutions	or	halt	the	drift	away	from	rule-of-law	democracy.	To
achieve	those	ends,	we	must	aspire	to	a	deeper	citizenship	and	wider	loyalties.	A
few	days	before	the	2016	election,	I	posted	an	essay	at	the	Atlantic	to	explain	my
intention	to	do	something	I	once	never	could	have	imagined:	cast	a	ballot	for
Hillary	Clinton	for	president.	Except	I	was	not	voting	for	her.	I	was	voting	for
the	American	system.	I	was	voting	for	the	rules,	the	norms,	the	Constitution	that
I	expected	her	to	respect	even	as	she	implemented	policies	with	which	I
disagreed—unlike	Donald	Trump,	who	would	subvert	those	standards	even	in
those	cases	where	he	did	things	I	might	approve.	I	wrote	then:

I	will	vote	for	the	candidate	who	rejects	my	preferences	and	offends	my	opinions.	(In	fact,	I
already	have	voted	for	her.)	Previous	generations	accepted	infinitely	heavier	sacrifices	and
more	dangerous	duties	to	defend	democracy.	I’ll	miss	the	tax	cut	I’d	get	from	united
Republican	government.	But	there	will	be	other	elections,	other	chances	to	vote	for	what	I
regard	as	more	sensible	policies.	My	party	will	recover	to	counter	her	agenda	in	Congress,
moderate	her	nominations	to	the	courts,	and	defeat	her	bid	for	re-election	in	2020.	I	look
forward	to	supporting	Republican	recovery	and	renewal.
This	November,	however,	I	am	voting	not	to	advance	my	wish-list	on	taxes,	entitlements,

regulation,	and	judicial	appointments.	I	am	voting	to	defend	Americans’	profoundest	shared
commitment:	a	commitment	to	norms	and	rules	that	today	protect	my	rights	under	a	president	I
don’t	favor,	and	that	will	tomorrow	do	the	same	service	for	you.22



And	now	over	to	you,	reader.	I	have	written	much	about	the	corruption	the
candidacy	and	presidency	of	Donald	Trump	have	wrought	on	Americans	as	a
people.	Resistance	begins	by	refusing	to	let	him	corrupt	you	personally.	At	the
2017	Politicon	conference	in	Pasadena,	California,	I	was	accosted	by	an	attendee
who	objected	to	my	comments	in	a	panel	discussion.	My	interlocutor	said
something	like,	We	can’t	stop	Donald	Trump	by	going	soft.	If	we	want	to	stop
him,	we	have	to	imitate	him.	I	answered,	“But	if	you	imitate	him,	you	won’t	stop
him.	You’ll	only	replace	him.”
As	President	Trump	is	cruel,	vengeful,	egoistic,	ignorant,	lazy,	avaricious,	and

treacherous,	so	we	must	be	kind,	forgiving,	responsible,	informed,	hardworking,
generous,	and	patriotic.	As	Trump’s	enablers	are	careless,	cynical,	shortsighted,
morally	obtuse,	and	rancorous,	so	Trump’s	opponents	must	be	thoughtful,
idealistic,	wise,	morally	sensitive,	and	conciliatory.	“They	go	low,	we	go	high,”
a	wise	woman	said.
Those	citizens	who	fantasize	about	defying	tyranny	from	within	fortified

compounds	have	never	understood	how	liberty	is	actually	threatened	in	a
modern	bureaucratic	state:	not	by	diktat	and	violence,	but	by	the	slow,
demoralizing	process	of	corruption	and	deceit.	And	the	way	that	liberty	must	be
defended	is	not	with	amateur	firearms,	but	with	an	unwearying	insistence	on	the
honesty,	integrity,	and	professionalism	of	American	institutions	and	those	who
lead	them.	We	are	living	through	the	most	dangerous	challenge	to	the	free
government	of	the	United	States	that	anyone	alive	has	encountered.	What
happens	next	is	up	to	you.	Don’t	be	afraid.	This	moment	of	danger	can	also	be
your	finest	hour	as	a	citizen	and	an	American.
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