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Preface

“We cannot
get

out.
The end comes soon.

We hear drums,
drums in the

deep.
They are

coming.”

– J.R.R. Tolkien

I’velege,alwaysI wrote
had
myan

capstoneinterest
papers
in howon

democracies
how the

politicalcollapse.infighting
In

highbetweenschool
and
center,

col

left,
and

communist
parties

in
the

Weimar Republic paved
the

way
for its

downfall.

I spent
the

middle
part of

my military career desperately
trying to prop up

weak
de

mocracies
in Iraq and

Afghanistan against theocratic, totalitarian insurgencies.
My

post-graduate work
used econometrics to

build
models to

predict which countries

in
Africa were

most
likely

to
descend

into
civil war

and
genocide. I wanted

to be able

to
allow

people to see the
very earliest quantitative signs

of
things going sideways.

Then, in 2015, Trump ran for office. Like most Americans I initially treated
it

like a joke. I thought that
the

Republican Party (GOP) was committing suicide, and

that this was
the

last gasp
of the

Tea Party.
But

then, something
he

said during his

speeches pricked
up my

ears. Trump kept repeating
the

phrase, “One people, under

one
God, saluting

one
flag.”1 I had heard this phrase before,

but
it wasn’t in English.

This was way
too

close
to the

mottoes
of both the Second and Third Reich for

my comfort: “Ein Reich. Ein Volk. Ein
Gott.”

(One nation. One people. One God.),

and “Ein Volk, Ein Reich. Ein Führer!” (One people. One Nation. One Leader!),

respectively.

This is when I began
to

hit
the

panic
button,

when few others were. I had seen

this before, and it didn’t
end

well. Everyone could see that this was a right-wing

populist candidacy,
but

there was always
the

assumption that things would
be

fine,

because this is America.
There

were
so

many excuses: Trump can’t win. We’re
not

that stupid, as a country and as a people.
The

system will prevent him from doing

too much harm even if he is elected. The courts. The federal bureaucracy. The

Republican establishment.
The norms of our

institutions and our democracy.
The

constitution itself.
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Just days
before the

2016
election on

Halloween, I
had one of the most mem

orable and eye-opening conversations of my life. I was attending a behind-the-

scenes meeting for LGBTQ
leaders,

and the topic of
discussion was what we

were going
to focus on going

forward
and how

we were going
to do

it.
Most of

the
folks were leaders

of
grassroots movements; I was

brought on board as
a

futurist and
opposition analyst

who
mostly

hung out in the
back with

the
senior

legal
analyst

to temper
people’s enthusiasm with unpleasant realities.

As the
day went by, I realized

something;
everything we discussed was

predi

cated on
Hillary Clinton winning

the
White House.

During
a break, I

took one of

the conference
organizers aside. “So…

what are
we

going to do if
Trump wins?”

I asked.

“He’s
not gonna

win,”
he

replied confidently.

“Yeah,
but

suppose
he

does? There’s a chance. What are we going
to

do then?

We’re in deep trouble, and all this…” I gestured around the room, “…doesn’t
hap

pen. What’s the plan?”

“I don’t know. I
guess

we’ll figure it
out

when
it
happens,”

my
friend replied.

This answer wasn’t reassuring and,
as someone who had

studied military
his

tory,
it
was a

poor
strategy.

The
late-19th

century
French military philosophy

of

debrouillez-vous (“we’ll
muddle through

somehow”)
is

generally looked back
upon

as
precisely

how not to
plan for conflict.

And,
in fact,

neither the LGBTQ com

munity
nor Democratic

leadership ever came
up

with
an

effective answer
for

how

to deal with Trump
and the

GOP’s autocratic
attempt.

As the
initial shock in

the
days after

the
2016

election
wore off, I was filled

with a cold
dread.

I knew this was
going to be

bad.
The

only
thing

limiting
how

bad it would be over the next four to eight years was how far into authoritarian

ism
the GOP

would
be

willing
to go and how

fast. A
few people

who studied

democratic
decline

understood
precisely

how
dangerous right-wing, theocrat

ic, nationalist populist movements are.
As

a
member of one of the groups

this

movement actively despises,
the danger

was far
more

than academic. I
wrote

this

in the
week following

the
election:

“People want
to

know why
the hell I’m so

scared
as

a
transgen

der person after the election of
Donald Trump.

Why the hell

I’m updating my
passport.

Why
my wife is

renewing her
Canadi

an
passport

and getting
citizenship

papers
lined

up for our three

kids. We’re consolidating 401k’s, and establishing lists using
his
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torical analogies
on

what events trigger
our

departure,
and

how

quickly
those contingency

plans would have
to be implemented

to get out of Dodge on a moment’s notice…

In case you
hadn’t

noticed,
we

are now
a
nation with one po

litical party controlling virtually
everything.

The White House.

The
U.S. Senate.

The Supreme Court (especially after
Trump’s

nominees are
confirmed).

The
U.S.

House of
Representatives.

Thirty-three of the
fifty Governors’ Mansions,

and 67 of
98

State
Legislative Chambers.

The system is rigged, but not the
way

Donald
Trump

claimed.

Due to gerrymandering, most state legislatures are unwinnable

to
Democrats.

And in most of these states where
Republicans

control the legislature, the demise of the
Voting

Rights Act

(VRA) means that
voter

suppression
laws

will
skew

guberna

torial, Presidential, and Senatorial races further to the right.

It
won’t

get better
either. A

Supreme Court full of
little Scalias

will
not

strike
down gerrymandered

districts, voter
suppres

sion, or any of the million legalistic or bean-counting
ways

Republicans
can use to ensure that they

never leave power.
In

2018, 25 seats held by Democrats
will

be up for election, and

only eight are held by
Republicans.

In 2020 when they conduct

the
census,

and districts are
drawn

up for the
2022

election,

two-thirds
of the states will still

likely have Republican
majori

ties across all three
branches,

and the gerrymandering situation

is
likely

to get
even worse.

It is no coincidence that Clinton underperformed in the polls

so badly in the
first

election since the VRA was struck down.

It’s
also part of the Democratic death spiral

we have
entered.

As demographics get
worse

and
worse

for
Republicans,

the

more they will suppress the
vote

and
rig districts.

In turn, elect

ed
officials

will look less and less
like

the people in
their

states

and represent their interests less and
less. For elected Repub

licans,
as

a
result of gerrymandering, there is also

a
perverse

incentive
to ignore people in your state who

aren’t
just

like
you:

white, Christian and straight.

Which
is
why I look at

the protests and
realize just

how
little

they

really
mean: not

only
is there zero

reason
for

these Republican

9
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legislators
to

give a damn,
but they

would
be

actively punished
by

their constituents if
they

did.

If transgender people and leadership are expecting things to

get better in the
legislatures,

or preparing for “a better
day,”

they need to think again. By 2040,
we’re

looking at
a
brown

majority nation that has been completely disenfranchised,

impoverished,
and demonized by an aging white aristocra

cy,
while police forces

have
been

given
carte blanche to keep

their
Republican

masters in
power. There’s

only one ending to

a situation like this, and when those police forces decide it’s

not
worth

protecting the autocracy anymore, the end looks
a

whole
hell

of
a
lot

like
what happened to Nicolae Ceauşescu.

The
cavalry ain’t

coming until
most everyone reading

this
is

dead…”

Masha
Gessen also identified

the
gravity

of the
situation

at the
same

time
I

wrote my
thoughts

on
why I believed we were in deep trouble. In their famous

essay
on

surviving autocracy, written days after
the election, they articulated the

basic rules:

Rule #1: Believe the autocrat. He means what he says. Whenever

you find yourself thinking, or hear others claiming, that he is

exaggerating, that isourinnatetendency
to

reachfora rationalization.

Rule #2: Do not be taken
in

by small signs
of

normality.

Rule #3: Institutions will
not

save
you. It took Putin

a year
to

take over
the

Russian media
and four

years
to

dismantle its
elec

toral
system;

the
judiciary collapsed

unnoticed.

Rule #4:
Be

outraged.
If

you follow Rule
#1

and believe
what

the
autocrat-elect is saying, you will

not be
surprised.2

As
a nation, we failed

to
follow

most of
these.

Most
people did

not
want

to

believe
the truth about Donald

Trump, even when
he

carried
through

with nearly

every anti-democratic promise
he

made, such as refusing
to

acknowledge election

results.
The

press constantly showered him with praise as having finally
grown

into the
presidency whenever

he
delivered a speech

that
wasn’t nationalistic gib

berish. We kept
counting on

institutions like
the FBI,

Department
of

Justice,
and

Senate to
save us.

Democrats spent four years pretending
all

of
this was normal,

definitely
not

fascist, and definitely
not

a
soft

coup.
By the

end, we
had simply lost

10
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the capacity
for outrage, even

as
Trump

and
much

of the
GOP launched a naked

attempt to
overthrow

the
American government.

By the end of
Trump’s

four
years, it was clear

to most
outside subject

matter

experts that American
democracy wasn’t just

in
steep decline,

but that
we were

in

the
middle

of
an autocratic attempt.

It required
a black swan event in

the form

of
COVID-19

to
prevent an autocratic breakthrough

of
a
second

Trump
term,

which would almost certainly have guaranteed a fall into permanent minoritarian

single-party rule.

The U.S. was one of the world’s oldest and most stable democracies. Theoret

ically, what we just saw
happen

shouldn’t
be

possible.
The

founding fathers
fore

saw
the

possibility
of

demagogues
and

populists
and

believed
they

had devised

a system
to

prevent
it.

Alexander Hamilton wrote
in the

Federalist Papers:
“The

process of election affords a moral certainty, that the office of President will

never fall
to the lot of any

man who
is not in an

eminent
degree

endowed with

the
requisite qualifications.”

Throughout all
of

this, I kept asking
the question:

how could
this happen?

How did
we

end up
with a radicalized, reality-challenged, right-wing populist

movement in charge
of most of the

government?
Is

this
ascendant

movement

fascist, and what does that mean for us?

I went back
to my

training as an analyst and crash scene investigator
to under

stand
how

we had bypassed all
the

safety mechanisms that
had

been intended
to

prevent demagogues and autocrats. During my final year in the Naval Reserves, I

trained
to

investigate
when

aircraft
go

down
to

help determine if
they

had
been

shot
down,

or
if it was an accident. This process looked much like a National

Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) mishap
report:

we mapped
out the

sequence

of
events

that
led

to the
crash in detail, investigated all

the
key contributing factors

that
led

to that moment
in time,

combined the
two

to
determine

how and
why

the

aircraft
ended up

making an unscheduled landing that left a crater,
and

determined

what would
need to

change
to

prevent similar results
in the

future.

The
worst possible

outcome to these
investigations

is
that

future
fatalities

are

inevitable
due to

inherent flaws
in the

aircraft.
At that

point, there’s often nothing

that
can be

done
other than ground the

fleet
and

start over.
It

doesn’t work
that

way
for

a country,
though; there

is
no pause button to

redesign a government
that

must
function continuously.

NTSB reports tend to be
comprehensive and holistic in

their
approach

to

what
causes mishaps:

from the
design history

of the
aircraft

to what the
pilots
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had for lunch. This book is
meant

to
provide a similar

approach to
understanding

what has happened to the
U.S., and

what
will likely continue

to
occur. Factors

include U.S. history,
the

role
of modern

media, religion
in

America, economics,

political science, law,
the

historical characteristics
of

right-wing populism and fas

cism,
and

academic
theories on democratic

decline.
There are many great

books

by
Pulitzer Prize-winning journalists and

Nobel
Prize-winning

economists that

touch on
these,

but none on
all

of them.

After years of
literature review, this

book is the
first that I am aware

of that

attempts to
pull all

of these
elements

together to paint
a complete picture

of

how
and why

the
U.S. seemed

to
fall

so
fast

and so
far. It’s

meant
for political

junkies and academics alike;
both

can hopefully learn something
new

given
the

broad-spectrum
approach.

However,
this book

also serves
as

a warning.
The

U.S. never seriously
con

fronted the fact that a fascist movement
attempted

a coup, even if it was stupid

and ill-conceived. So was the Beer Hall Putsch of 1923.
Moderates and progres

sives fail
to

reckon with
the

difficulty
of

addressing
the

underlying issues
that fa

cilitated
an

autocratic
attempt, and that the next

would-be
autocrat

has a massive

highly motivated base
just

waiting
to embrace them. Until that

day,
media sources

with
an

unreality-based agenda will keep
this

base at a
frothing

boil, waiting for

the next
strong

man
savior.

Thus, I say this
as

a helicopter pilot who never flew with a parachute after

basic flight training: given how polarized we are,
and how

hard
it

is
to

make
struc

tural changes to our
government, I

am forced to conclude
that

more
likely

than

not
we’re riding

this one
all

the
way

in
until

the next, more
successful

autocratic

attempt and
breakthrough.
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One

The Original Sin

“It did not start with Donald Trump; he is the symptom, not the cause.”

Barak Obama

Asnota pilot, one of
the

first things that they teach is that catastrophic mishaps do

occur in a vacuum. There is almost always a long chain
of

human failures

leading
up to the

moment where everything goes horribly, catastrophically wrong,

and everyone dies
on

impact.
The

disaster could have been avoided by changing

any
one of the

many bad decisions responsible
for

it.
There

can
be

a host
of

con

tributing factors, such as
poor

maintenance practices, cutting corners
on

costs, en

gineering flaws, manufacturing issues that
go

undetected, lack
of

training for pilots,

or
pilots using non-standard procedures.

This is an apt metaphor for where
the

American political system was during

much
of the

Trump Administration. We were in what appeared
to be

an unrecov

erable, uncontrolled 500 knot vertical dive.
The

people
up

front knew
how

screwed

we were; everyone
in

back was terrified and helpless;
and the

preventable factors

that led
up to the

situation started long before we hit the point
of no

return.

But
instead

of poor
maintenance practices, bad training, tired pilots,

or
task-sat-

urated air traffic controllers, the root cause
of

where we are
at

today can
be

traced

to the
two original sins of

our
nation: racism and slavery.

Slavery
and

the Genesis
of Modern American

Politics

“Any general acceptance
of

disenfranchisement requires a
show of

democracy.”

Richard
M.

Valelly

People easily
forget that the

U.S.
has

only
been

a democracy
for about

55 years.

Before that, the
right

to
vote was forbidden,

or
insufficiently

guaranteed
for vast

swathes
of the

population. Race, religion
and

geography are
the great

divisions in

America since its inception. Thirty-four
of the

47 people depicted in John Trum

bull’s painting
commemorating the

signing
of the

Declaration
of

Independence
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were slave owners.1
The

original U.S. Constitution also
made

it clear
that the

union was
something of

a
shotgun

marriage, where slavery
and

racism were
the

biggest sticking points.
The

“Three-Fifths
Compromise” counted

Blacks as a

fraction of
a
person. The Second Amendment

was
put

in place at
the

insistence

of
slave states, particularly Virginia.

The primary
purpose

of
militias in

the
south

at that time was to put down slave rebellions, like the one in 1739 in Stono, South

Carolina.2
The

1820 Missouri Compromise was little
more than

a band-aid
that

was eventually
ripped off by the

Taney
Supreme Court.

After the fractious
1856 elections,

the
political landscape

became
drawn along

fairly clear boundaries based
on

attitudes toward slavery.
The

issue was unavoid

able,
once the

Taney
Supreme

Court’s 1857
Dred Scott

decision negated
the Mis

souri
Compromise, enshrined discrimination against Blacks in

the
constitution,

and
allowed slavery

to spread to
every territory

of the
U.S.3 Democratic President

James Buchanan’s ineptitude
helped

drive
the

U.S.
further

down
the

path
to

Civil

War
as

well.4 Finally,
the election of

1860 was
the

breaking point, leading
to the

Civil War, which killed between 620,000
and

750,000 people
and

wounded anoth

er 419,000.5

During
this time,

Southerners
viewed a

future
without slavery

in
apocalyp

tic terms
that went far beyond their

fear of
losing

cheap
labor.

South
Carolina

Senator
John

C.
Calhoun,

one of
slavery’s

most ardent
defenders, described his

vision
of

what a post-emancipation
South

would
look

like.
In

his mind, Blacks

would be:

“Raised above whites… in the political and social scale. We would,

in a word, change the condition with them–a degradation greater

than has ever
yet

fallen
to the

lot
of

a free and enlightened people,

and one from which we could
not

escape… but
by

fleeing
the

homes of ourselves and our ancestors, and by abandoning
our

country
to our former

slaves,
to

become the permanent abode
of

disorder, anarchy, poverty, misery, and wretchedness.”

One of the most
important splits over slavery was within

the
Baptist

Church.

In
1845,

Southern
Baptists split

from the
church over its prohibition

on
slave

owners serving
as

missionaries.
Southern

Baptists believed this prohibition meant

the
church

thought
that “slaveholding

brethren
were less

than
followers

of
Je

sus.”6
They

devoted themselves
to the task of

finding apologetics such
as the

“Curse of Ham,” which claimed black skin was a curse on a son of Noah from

the
Old Testament,

to
prove

that the
King James Bible

not only
justified slavery,

but encouraged
it.7
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This led
the

Southern
Baptist

Convention
(SBC) and its

theological seminary

to become two
of the

dominant political
and

religious organizations defending

first slavery, and then segregation. It was not until 1995 that the SBC acknowl

edged their role
in

both, and
even a 2018

report
by

the
organization glossed over

many of the
details

of their
active role

in
these institutions.8 This is crucial, given

that
by the

mid-twentieth
century it

was
the

largest
denomination in the

U.S.9

However, Catholicism doesn’t
get

a pass either. Census data showed that
one

fifth of all the Catholics in Maryland in 1785 were slaves.10

The
debate over slavery produced division within

the
parties as well.

At the

Democratic Convention
of

1860,
Northern

Democrats
put

forward
the

(rela

tively)
moderate Stephen

Douglass (D-IL),
who

believed
that

each
state

should

be
allowed

to
decide

whether
slavery was legal.

This
was essentially

an
extension

of the status quo created
by

the
Kansas-Nebraska

Act of
1854, which allowed

those
two states entering

the Union to
organically decide

the
issue

of
slavery.

The

resulting
rush to

“pack”
the

states, and allegations
of election fraud,

resulted
in

several
rounds of

elections, competing legislatures
and

bloodshed.

The hardline Southern Democrats walked out of the 1860 convention when

it
failed

to
adopt a resolution

to support
extending slavery

into
territories whose

voters did
not

want
it.

While this
sounds extreme, there

was a calculus
behind the

decision:
Southern

Democrats were well aware
of how

demographics and public

opinion were shifting in
the

country.
They

could clearly
see

that in
the

long
run

they
were nearly certain

to lose
influence,

as
a smaller

and
smaller

percentage of

Americans supported slavery. With
much of the territory of the

Western
United

States waiting for statehood, it was only a matter of time before a constitution

al
amendment abolishing slavery would

be
passed.

They
knew that time, demo

graphics, and
the

tide
of

history were going
to

end
the

institution
upon

which their

entire political, religious, and economic system depended.

The
Constitutional

Union
Party was

formed by
remnants

of the Know Noth

ing and the Whig
parties

to
avoid secession

and
ignored

the
issue

of
slavery alto

gether.
They

carried
most of the

slave-states
that separated the North from the

South:
Tennessee, Kentucky,

and
Virginia.

They
almost

carried
Maryland

as
well,

losing
by

722 votes
out of

92,000 cast.11
There

was perhaps a certain pragmatism

to these
states’ positions: a large number

of the bloodiest battles
fought in

the

Civil War were
fought

in Tennessee, Maryland, and Virginia.

Republicans were
the party of the North and the

far western states
of

Califor

nia and Oregon. The
party’s positions

on
slavery in 1860

ranged from
staunchly

abolitionist
to

a willingness
to

let demographics
and

time take
care of the

issue.

Abraham Lincoln was selected as the nominee because he was seen as the mod
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erate choice, and he had alienated fewer constituencies than some of his rivals at

the convention.

Figure 1. Results of 1860 Presidential Election

Source: Data from 270towin.com

Southern
politicians liked

to
couch their claims

in
words like “freedom”

and

“equal rights,”
but

clearly
it did not extend

beyond
white men.

Basil Manly, Sr.,

chaplain
at the Alabama

Secession Convention, prayed
that

representatives might

“promote the
maintenance

of equal
rights,

of
civil freedom,

and good
govern

ment,
and

promote the
welfare

of
man,

and the
glory

of Thy
name!”12

From a
modern

standpoint it
is
hard

to
square

this
with

the
words

of
Alexan

der
Stephens,

future Vice
President

of the
Confederacy, who gave his infamous

“Cornerstone Speech”
a
few

weeks later.
He

stated
that the

Confederacy’s
“cor

nerstone rests
upon the great truth,

that
the Negro

is
not equal to the white man;

that slavery—subordination
to the superior

race—is
his

natural
and normal con

dition. This,
our new

government, is
the

first, in
the

history
of the

world, based

upon
this great physical, philosophical,

and moral truth.”

Blacks
who

lived in
this system of

divinely ordained chattel slavery
took

a

rather
dim view

of the
hypocrisy

of their
Christian

masters
endorsing

freedom

and
equal rights exclusively

for
white people. Frederick Douglass recalled

of
his

former slave masters:
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“The man who wields the blood-clotted cowskin during the

week fills
the pulpit on

Sunday,
and claims to be

a
minister of

the meek and lowly
Jesus...

He who sells my sister for purposes

of prostitution, stands forth as the pious
advocate

of
purity... I

have
seen

him
tie up

a
lame young

woman,
and whip her

with

a
heavy cowskin upon her naked

shoulders,
causing the

warm

red blood to drip; and in
justification

of the bloody deed,

he
would

quote this passage of scripture–“He that
knoweth

his
master’s

will, and doeth it not, shall be beaten with many

stripes.””13

After the
Civil War,

there
was a

brief
period

where
Blacks were able

to
vote

and
held office. This was

due to the
passing

of the
13th, 14th

and
15th

Amend

ments, which freed
the

slaves,
guaranteed

equal
protection under the

law
and

(theoretically)
guaranteed the

right
to

vote.
It

also helped
that Union troops oc

cupied the south to help ensure the enforcement of U.S. law. Between 1870 occu

pying
and

1900,
22

Blacks served
as

Representatives in Congress, two
as

Senators.

This situation was intolerable to white Southerners. It was seen as a humiliation

to be represented by
a Black

man.

The Colfax Massacre may have
been the most important

instigating event
in

the
failure

of
Reconstruction and was a

direct
result

of
Black

men
holding elect

ed
office in

the South. After the
disputed Louisiana

election of
1872,

the
Klan

and other
local whites trapped approximately 100-150 Black

freedmen and state

militia
members at the Grant

Parish
courthouse

in Colfax, Louisiana.
They shot

at
it with a

cannon and set
fire

to the
building, forcing

those
inside

to
surrender.

The mob took them prisoner
and

executed all the
survivors several

hours
later.

President Ulysses S.
Grant

was
enraged by this

slaughter, calling
it
a “butchery”

that “in bloodthirstiness
and

barbarity
is

hardly surpassed
by any acts of

savage

warfare.”14

Today, two
monuments mark the

site.
Both

were
erected by

whites.
They por

tray the Blacks as “rioters,” rather than as people making a desperate last stand

against white terrorists
bent on mass

murder.
One

plaque
mourns the three white

men
killed in

the
attack

on the
courthouse.

The other
celebrates how

the
killings

“marked the end of carpetbag misrule in the south.”15

Seventy-two
men

were
charged

with
these

murders under the Enforcement

Acts of 1870, which had been
passed

to
allow

the
federal government

to
take

legal
action against

the
Klan. Many

of those
charged

admitted freely to
having

participated. However,
their

convictions were overturned
by the Supreme Court

in the 1876 case of United States v. Cruikshank. The court found that the federal
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government only
had authority to enforce the

Fourteenth
Amendment (equal

protection)
against governments,

not
individuals. This effectively

ended the
au

thority of the Enforcement
Acts.

The final nail in the coffin of Reconstruction came in 1877. The 1876 elec

tion
was intensely contested,

and the Democratic (southern
controlled) House

of
Representatives

refused to count the
electors.

The
stalemate was broken when

the House
offered a deal:

They
would allow Republican Rutherford B. Hayes

to

take office
if

sitting President Ulysses S.
Grant

removed all remaining
Northern

troops from the south and granted southern states the
right to deal with Blacks

without interference. Republicans
took the

deal, called
the Compromise of

1877.

It
effectively

destroyed
Republican influence

in the South,
Reconstruction

and

any hope for Black Americans.16

With
the

failure
of

Reconstruction,
the

white Baptist
South

gleefully fell
back

into
its antebellum ways

of
corruption, racism, segregation, disenfranchisement,

and
single-party rule

by
Democrats. Republicans had

attempted to address the

ongoing racial discrimination in
the South

with
the

Civil Rights
Act of

1875,

which was
intended to guarantee

that everyone
in the United States

was “entitled

to the
full and

equal
enjoyment

of
public accommodations

and
facilities regard

less
of

race
or

skin color.”
The Supreme Court,

however,
found the

Civil Rights

Act of 1875 unconstitutional in 1883. It ruled 8-1, based in part on Cruikshank,

that
the

14th
Amendment

did
not

give Congress
the

right
to

prevent discrimina

tion by
businesses

or
individuals.

Similarly,
in

1879
the Supreme Court

ruled in Virginia v.
Rives

that all-white

juries
trying a Black

person
were constitutional, since an all-white

jury
was

not

proof of
discrimination.

The
Civil Rights

Act of
1875 had

been intended to

prevent all-white juries,
but

after it was overturned,
Southern

states easily
found

ways
to

exclude Blacks.
The

most notorious post-Reconstruction civil rights case

was
Plessy

v. Ferguson.
In

1896 it enshrined
the

legality
of segregation under the

concept
that

came to be
known as separate

but
equal.

This
marked the end of

any chance for
civil rights

for
another

58
years.

It
was

not
overturned until

Brown

v. Board of Education in 1954.

Few
attempts

were
made to address racial discrimination after 1876. In the

North, the
Republican Party came to be dominated by financial and industri

al
elites

with no interest or appetite for
civil

rights for
Blacks.

Henry Cabot

Lodge’s
1890

Federal
Elections Bill

would have allowed
federal oversight of

elections and helped ensure Blacks could vote; but it failed. The North aban

doned Blacks to their fate and left the South in the hands of illiberal
democracy,
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where
a

toxic brew of racism,
religious justification,

corruption, single-party

rule, and Supreme Court
decisions

turned into almost 80 years of Jim
Crow.

Systematic disenfranchisement was
the cornerstone of

putting white, evangeli

cal
Democrats

back
in

power
in the South. In

1893 Alabama state Senator
Antho

ny
D. Sayre introduced legislation explicitly

meant to
prevent Blacks

from
voting,

declaring that
it,

“eliminates
the Negro from

politics, and in a perfectly legal way.”

He
went

on to
become Chief Justice

of the
Alabama Supreme Court in 1901,

where
he

spent
the next

22 years systematically suppressing Black civil rights.17

Black
election turnout in the South dropped from

96
percent

in 1876
to 61

percent
in 1880,

to
11

percent
in 1898,

to
two

percent
in 1912.

By
1896 in Ten

nessee
it was close

to
zero.

The
entirety

of the
American

South
was back

in the

hands of the
very

men
who

had fought for
slavery.18 Similar

trends
were seen

elsewhere in the South, such as Louisiana. Laws that were neutral on their face

(such
as the

grandfather clause, poll tax,
and

understanding clause) were
used

to
systematically disenfranchise Blacks

after the
collapse

of
Reconstruction

and

throughout Jim Crow.

Figure 2. Voter Registration Rates
by

Race
in

Louisiana, 1878 - 2010

Source: Keel, Cubbison, and White19

Any efforts to end
this disenfranchisement were swiftly

met
with overwhelm

ing
force.

The
worst election day violence in

the
history

of the
U.S.

happened on

November 2, 1920 in Ocoee, Florida. Moses Norman, a Black man, tried to vote,

but
was

turned
away.

That
evening a white

mob surrounded the house where he
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was believed
to be

hiding. Gunfire broke
out,

and in
the end at

least seven were

lynched, with
the true

total
more

likely
in the range of 30 to

60.
Their

bodies were

likely cast
into

a
mass

grave
or dumped in

a
nearby

alligator infested lake.
Many

homes and the local Black church were burned. The rest of the Black citizens in

the town
fled

or
were

forced out, and
their land effectively stolen.

No one
was

ever prosecuted
for this

mass murder.
The

leader
of the mob became

mayor.20

White
Northerners had

ceased
to

care about
the

issue
of

civil rights
because

Blacks now had
theoretical

equality, resulting
in

a period
of

relative political
unity

and
stability

that
lasted until

the
late 1960’s. Thus,

the blame for
this tragedy

of

American history falls
not only upon the

racism
of the white

South,
but

also
on

Northerners and the courts. Both thwarted efforts
to

prevent
horrors at

every

turn,
agreeing with

the
arguments

put forth
by

those
committing atrocities.

Adam

Serwer of The Atlantic summarized this
period

in history:

“The justices did not resurrect Dred Scott v. Sandford’s antebel

lum declaration that
a
black man had no rights that

a
white

man was bound to respect.
Rather,

they
carefully

framed their

arguments in terms of limited
government

and individual lib

erty, writing
opinion after opinion that

allowed the white South

to create an
oppressive

society in which black Americans had

almost no rights at all. Their commitment to freedom in the

abstract, and only in the abstract,
allowed a

brutal despotism

to take root in Southern soil.”21

This should sound familiar: the Roberts
Court is

accepting similar
arguments

to undermine
civil rights today,

not just for
Black people,

but
also

for LGBTQ

people, women,
the

disabled, people over 40, immigrants, Muslims, union work

ers, and anyone that white
Southern

evangelicals have
deemed

a threat
to the

existing
moral

order. We are already
seeing results

in cases today that will likely
be

remembered in the same breath as Cruikshank, Rives, and Plessy.

The
Beginnings

of
a Demographic

Shift

“The evils in the North are not easy to understand and
fight against,

or at least

not as easy as Jim
Crow...

There are few
specific injustices,

such as
a

segregated

lunch
counter,

that offer both
a

clear object of protest and
a
good chance of victory.

Indeed, the problem in the North is not one of social injustice so much as the results

of institutional pathology.”

Bayard Rustin

Prior to
World War

I,
geography generally

dictated
demographics.

But,
as

the

centers of
Black population moved,

so
did parties and politics. Broadly speaking,
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the
political patterns

of the
states

did not change
much between

the end of the

Civil War and 1932. Republicans
carried

western and
northern

states,
though

the
western states were

more often in
play

than
others.22 Democrats

carried the

south. It was not until 1884 that Democrats again took the White House in a

closely
fought

election. Grover Cleveland won by winning
the tipping

point
state

of New
York by only 1,200 votes

out of
over a million cast.23

In
1928, Republican

Herbert
Hoover ran

on
a platform

of
continuing

the

peace and “prosperity”
seen during the

Harding and Coolidge administrations in

the
1920’s.

The prosperity
was something

of
an illusion. Business-friendly

pol

icies resulted
in the

highest levels
of

wealth inequality
seen in the

United
States

up until that
time.24 Simultaneously, a demographic shift was occurring. Blacks

in

the
American

south had been
migrating northwards

since
1916, seeking work

in

Northern
factories

and
an escape from

the omnipresent
oppression

of the
south.

Between 1916
and

1940 approximately 1.6 million rural Blacks moved
to north

ern
cities.

The
military build-up

of
World War

I, the roaring
twenties economy,

and the
increased availability

of transport
(rail

and
automobile) facilitated

what

became known as “The
Great

Migration.”

The
Blacks coming

north
were Republicans

both out of
tradition,

and
because

the
Democratic Party was still

the Southern
party

of
discrimination, Jim Crow,

and racism.25
By one

estimate, somewhere between two-thirds and three-quarters

of
Blacks living

in northern urban
wards voted for Republican

Herbert
Hoover in

1932.26 However, Hoover’s failed economic policies and his efforts
to

cozy
up to

southern
segregationists began

to sour
Black voters

on the
Republican Party. Black

voters
had

also been hit harder
than most

by
the Great

Depression, and Hoover

had
failed

to
address a staggering Black unemployment

rate of
38 percent.27

Franklin D. Roosevelt (FDR) also initially did little
to court

Black voters. His

evasive
positions on

civil rights and
his

segregationist Texan
of

a running mate,

John Garner,
held

little appeal for
them.

However,
by

1936
he

had taken
some

limited
steps to

address
the economic concerns of

Blacks via
New

Deal
pro

grams. Predictably, Blacks
ended up

excluded
from many of these programs in

the South,
a casualty

of
Roosevelt’s

deal to
gain Southern

Democrats’ support

for the
legislation. Nevertheless,

the
1936 Black vote

swung
dramatically towards

Democrats—over 70 percent voted for FDR.28

Their
hopes

in FDR were somewhat rewarded in 1937, when
the

Supreme

Court
partially overturned United States v. Cruikshank along with

De
Jonge v. Oregon,

which found that
the

14th Amendment applies
to

individuals in some circumstanc

es—in this case, limitations
on the

freedom
of

assembly.
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Post WWII
and the

Civil
Rights

Movement

“These
are

not
bad people.

All they are
concerned about is

to see
that

their sweet little

girls
are not

required
to sit

in
school

alongside
some

big black bucks.”

President Dwight D. Eisenhower

During
World War

II and
continuing through

the
1970's, a

second phase of

the Great
Migration

of
Black Americans

occurred. It
was over

three times
larger

than the first. These two phases
transformed the

political landscape.
They

were a

big
reason why

Northerners
were finally willing

to
tackle

the
issue

of
civil rights

again, and also
set in motion the

cataclysmic
changes in the

Republican Party
that

would transform
it

into
the

party
of

white evangelical southerners.

President Harry Truman, a Democrat who hailed from the southern state of

Missouri, was infuriated by
reports of

Black veterans returning
to their homes

in the South
and facing

further
violence

and
persecution after making

tremen

dous contributions in World War II. Such tales motivated
him to

desegregate
the

military via Executive
Order

9981.
This

antagonized
much of the Democratic

southern
base, and Truman was

forced to
fire Secretary

of the Army
Kenneth

Claiborne Royall
in

1949
for

deliberately failing
to

implement his desegregation

orders. President Truman also signed executive
orders

forbidding discrimination

on the
basis

of race
in civil service

and
forming a committee

to ensure defense

contractors
did not

discriminate either. Truman also supported
the

elimination

of
poll taxes

and federal
anti-lynching laws (which were

not
actually passed

until

2019).

These civil rights actions by Truman caused a major fracture in the Demo

cratic
Party

and led to South Carolina
Governor

Strom Thurmond running as

a
third-party candidate in the 1948 Presidential

Election. Thurmond’s
platform

focused on defending segregation. He deemed the
civil

rights
movement a

step

ping-stone to “communism,” and declared that electing Truman would lead to

“totalitarianism.”29 When Thurmond and his States Rights Democratic
Party

tried
to sound more moderate, they made appeals to states’

rights, individual

liberty,
and limited

government,
just as the Confederacy did in 1861. They also

made appeals to “secure and maintain Southern tradition,
civilization

and ide

als.”
They denounced evidence that “Negroes”

weren’t
inferior to white people

as
“pseudo-science.”

They
attacked

the
civil

rights
movement

as unconstitu

tional,
and

civil
rights laws as

a
violation of their own personal

freedoms.30
In

the end, Thurmond
won

Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, and South Carolina,

and earned 39
Electoral

College
votes.

It
was

not enough to
deprive Truman

of

a
win and did not change the

ultimate
outcome of the

election.
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Figure
3.

States Requiring Segregation Before Brown v. Board
of

Education

The
last

segregated
military

unit
was disbanded under the Eisenhower admin

istration in 1954.
More

important, however, was
the

Brown v. Board
of

Education

decision which overturned
Plessy

v. Ferguson, and segregation with
it.

Eisenhower’s
status as

a war
hero

won him an overwhelming majority
of

Elec

toral
College votes

in
1952,

carrying all nine southern
states. He even

managed

to
take Florida

and
Texas as a Republican,

the
first

time the GOP
managed

that

in 24
years. Still, his support

for
desegregation was tepid at best. While the Ei

senhower
Department of

Justice filed
an amicus

brief
in support of Brown,

Eisenhower himself pulled
Chief

Justice
Earl

Warren aside and admonished
him.

“These are not bad
people,”

he
said, referring

to Southerners supporting segre

gation.
“All

they are concerned about is to
see

that
their sweet little girls

are not

required to sit
in school alongside some

big
Black bucks.”31 Warren was appalled

by the
encounter.

Eisenhower’s response
to the

decision itself was exactly
what you

would
ex

pect of
a military

man forced to
follow

an order he
didn’t particularly agree with:

“The Supreme Court has
spoken,

and
I am sworn

to uphold the
constitutional

process in the
country.

And
I will obey.” During

the
1956 Presidential campaign,

the
Republican Party platform

stated that it
“accepted”

the
ruling,

rather than

“concurring” with it.
As

a result, Eisenhower
neither hindered nor

led
on

civ
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il
rights issues, reflecting

the
continuing Republican indifference

to
civil rights.

Eisenhower explained
his

lack
of

support
for

civil rights legislation with: “You

cannot
change people’s

hearts
merely by laws.”32

The
1960 Presidential Election deepened

the
schism between

northern and

southern
Democrats. While civil rights were

not one of the top
overall issues

in

the
elections,

they
were extremely important

to
two opposing

groups: southern

segregationists
and

Black Americans.
The

Democratic
national

platform affirmed

the
party’s desire

to “create
an affirmative

new atmosphere in
which

to
deal with

racial divisions and inequalities which
threaten both the

integrity
of our demo

cratic
faith

and the proposition on
which

our nation
was

founded—that
all

men

are created
equal.”33

The
platform

supported
government efforts

to
desegregate

schools
and

ensure voting rights.
These positions did not

sit well with
southern

Democrats,
and

would
be

a major
factor in

their Electoral College votes.

Despite most voters’ disinterest
in

civil rights,
Martin Luther

King, Jr. may

have decided
the

1960 presidential election. Dr. King was
arrested

and
impris

oned in
Georgia

on trumped up
charges from a

peaceful
Atlanta

protest
in which

he
participated.

Vice President
Richard Nixon,

who
previously

had
a warm rela

tionship
with

Dr. King, quietly asked Eisenhower
to pardon

him. After this was

rejected,
Nixon let

the matter
drop, apparently deciding that

he needed white

southern
votes

more than he needed
Black votes

in
a decision

that
presaged—

and
possibly

precipitated—his Southern
Strategy.34

Senator John F. Kennedy
(D-MA),

however, was convinced
by

campaign
ad

visors
and ardent

civil rights
proponents to

take a
much more

active role
in sup

porting
Dr. King.35 Kennedy ended

up
calling

Coretta Scott King and
Dr. King’s

father. He also called Governor Vandiver
of

Georgia
to secure his

release, cajol

ing him
with a

mixture of
thinly veiled

carrots and
sticks.36

This cleared Kennedy’s reputation as a vacillator
on

civil rights, and
the elec

tion of
1960

ended up being one of the closest
in
modern

American history
by

vote
count.

Kennedy won with 49.72
percent to

Nixon’s 49.55
percent.

Black

voters were
at

least partially responsible,
as

Nixon
got

7
percent

less
of the

Black

vote than Eisenhower had in 1956.
Some

Republicans believed Kennedy’s
actions

swung crucial states with large Black populations into
the

Democratic column.37

There
was a

price to be
paid

for
this, however.

All
eight

of
Mississippi’s

elec

tors
refused

to
follow

the
popular vote. Instead

of
casting

their
ballots

for
Ken

nedy,
they

did
so for Harry Byrd

(D-VA), a
segregationist senator from

Virginia.

Six
of

Alabama’s 11 did
the

same,
and so did one of

Oklahoma’s.
This presaged

the
wider split that was coming, which would

become permanent after
1976.
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Two

The Rise of the Religious
Right

“The Democratic
Party has abandoned

the
people.

It has
repudiated

the
Constitution

of the
United States;

it is
leading

the evolution of our
nation

to
a socialistic dictator

ship.”

Senator
Strom Thurmond, on

leaving
the

Democratic Party and
be

coming a Republican because of the Civil Rights Act

one
event that

guaranteed the
exodusIfof southerneventcouldevangelicalbesaidsegregationiststobethewatershed

into the
Republican Party,

and made

Blacks a
core

Democratic demographic, it was
the

Civil Rights
Act of

1964.
The

Civil Rights
Act (CRA)

finally codified into federal law
bans on

racial discrimina

tion
in employment and public accommodations, while also providing

the means

to enforce
this law. President Kennedy

had
proposed

this
legislation

in
1963,

and

President Johnson
pushed

it forward after Kennedy’s assassination.

The
federal government

made the
novel

argument that the CRA
was

constitu

tional under the Commerce Clause of the Constitution. It also had the advantage

of
a
more

liberal Supreme
Court

that, with
the precedent

of Cruikshank weakened,

had upheld Brown
v. Board

of
Education

and
mandated its implementation. Thus,

the
Civil Rights

Act of
1964 was

far more
likely

to
survive challenges

than
similar

acts proposed
during Reconstruction.

Modern
Republicans

try to cast the
Civil Rights

Act
as a fight between

Dem

ocrats
and

Republicans, and like
to

claim credit
for

its passage. However, it
is far

more accurate to describe the debate as between former slave-holding segrega

tionist states and the rest of the U.S. While there were far more Democrats in

Congress
from

the
old

South than
Republicans,

southern
Republicans were

just

as
likely (if

not more so) to oppose the CRA as their
democratic counterparts.

Conversely,
northern Democrats

were
more

likely
to support the CRA than their

Republican counterparts.
Indeed, not

a single
southern

Republican voted for the

CRA.
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Table 1. Votes
for the

Civil Rights
Act of

1964

House of Representatives

Yea
Nay

Percent in Favor

Southern Democrats 7 87 7
percent

Southern
Republicans 0 10 0

percent

Northern Democrats 145 9 94
percent

85
percentNorthern

Republicans 138 24

Total 290 130 69
percent

Senate

Yea
Nay

Percent in Favor

Southern Democrats 1 20 5
percent

0 1
Southern

Republicans

Northern Democrats 45 1

0
percent

98 percent

84 percent

73 percent

27 5
Northern

Republicans

Total 73 27

The Guardian1

After the CRA
passed, legend

has
it

that
President Johnson

turned to
his press

secretary
and

remarked, “I fear we have
lost the South for

a generation.”2
Wheth

er or not
this

is
true, events

since then
have essentially eliminated

white southern

Democrats
from

Congress,
and there is

little
reason to

believe
this

will change

anytime
soon. Strom

Thurmond,3
who

ran as a
segregationist in

1948, switched

parties
to become

a Republican
in

1964
as

a
result of the CRA,

claiming
Demo

cratic
civil rights

efforts
would pave

the
way for America

to become
a “socialist

dictatorship.”4

The
1964 Presidential

Election
solidified

the migration of
blacks

to the Dem

ocratic Party.
Senator Barry

Goldwater (R-AZ), known as “Mr. Conservative,”

courted southern
states with talk

of
limited government

and states’
rights—mu-

sic
to

segregationist ears. Additionally, Goldwater had voted against
the CRA

because
he

claimed
it
was government overreach.

As
a

result,
Goldwater carried

less
than

6
percent of the

Black vote, compared
to

Nixon’s 32
percent

in
the pre

vious
election.5

This
sort of

rapid, radical demographic shift is almost
unheard
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of in modern
politics.

On the other
hand, Goldwater

carried the
states

of Lou

isiana, Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, and
South

Carolina.
No

Republican
had

carried them all before
and

none
since 1876.

The
1964 election also

represented

something of
a high-water mark for radicals within the GOP, at least until the

Tea Party
came

along.

During the
1950’s, Republicans had

been caught up
in Wisconsin Senator Jo

seph
McCarthy’s witch

hunt for
communists. After this flamed

out, the
staunchly

anti-communist
and

paranoid John Birch Society
(JBS)

rose
in

1958.
It

was
ini

tially spearheaded by
some

conservative heavyweights like William F. Buckley Jr.,

who soured on the
organization quickly

and urged
Goldwater

to
distance himself

from it
in 1962.6 Buckley had reached

the conclusion that the
Society was “nuts”

after
they

alleged
that

over half
the

U.S. government was controlled by
the

Reds,

and that
President Eisenhower was a “dedicated,

conscious agent of the
commu

nist
conspiracy.”

At the time, the GOP had the good sense to try to expel the craziest aspects

of its base. Richard Nixon repeatedly stated that, “members of the John Birch

Society should either get out of the
Republican Party

or get out of the Birch

Society.”7 Goldwater,
who also took

a
hard line on relations with the Soviet

Union, once stated that, “extremism in defense of
liberty

is no
vice,”

and
was

popular with JBS
members. Goldwater

denounced some of the JBS leader

ship’s
comments but refused to

distance
himself from the

base.
As

a
result, he

was
seen in the 1964 election as

extremist,
radical, and unhinged. He lost by

a

landslide.

As part of the
McCarthy,

JBS and
Goldwater dynamic, historian Richard

Hofstadter
identified what

he
called

the “paranoid
style

in American politics”

in
1964.

He found that in the history of
American politics paranoia

offered an

outlet
and

tool for politicians to
identify

and harness “the sense of heated exag

geration, suspiciousness,
and

conspiratorial fantasy”
as

a political weapon.8 His

observation
remains true nearly six

decades later.

However
bad the

loss was,
the post-1964 ideological and

electoral shift
to

wards
Southern states represented an opportunity for the

Republican Party.

There is considerable debate
over whether

the
party’s

“Southern
Shift”

in
1968

was a
top-down

Nixonian strategy,
or

a
bottom-up grass roots effort led by

southern
churches. Regardless, Nixon

courted states on the border between the

North and the South
(e.g. Kentucky, Tennessee, Missouri)

by running on
a “law

and order” and
“states’ rights” platform,

which
served

as dog
whistles

for exist

ing opposition to the
civil rights movement.
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White House
Chief of Staff Harry R.

Haldeman
noted

that Nixon
“empha

sized
that you

have
to

face
the fact that the whole

problem
is

really
the

blacks.

The
key

is to
devise a system

that
recognized this while

not appearing
to.”9

By the

1970 mid-term elections,
there

appears
to

have
been

a clearer
focus on

picking

off
Dixiecrats like

Albert
Gore, Sr.

of
Tennessee. Nixon campaign advisor Kevin

Phillips observed
in

1969,
“White Democrats

will desert their
party in

droves
the

minute it becomes a black party.”10

Kevin Phillips, author
of

The Emerging Republican Majority in 1969
and inspira

tion
for Nixon’s

Southern
Strategy,

homed
in
on

exploiting polarization, animos

ity
towards Lyndon Johnson,

and fear of
Blacks

and the
Civil Rights movement

as the
way

to
bring

the South into the
Republican

fold.
“Republicans would

be

short-sighted
if they

weakened
the

Voting Rights
Act. The more Negroes

who

register as Democrats
in the

South,
the

sooner
the Negrophobe

whites will
quit

the
Democrats

and become
Republicans,”

he wrote at the
time.11

In
April 1970, Nixon’s Department

of
Labor produced a memo titled, “The

Problem of the Blue-Collar Worker.” It, too, identified a divide-and-conquer strat

egy
for

the
White House

to
pursue:

“Recent
reports

have identified
the

economic insecurity
and

alienation which whites
in this group

have felt…
The

blue-collar

worker
is more prone to transfer his economic and

social
frus

trations to racial and ethnic
prejudices… They are

overripe
for

a political response
to the

pressing
needs they feel

so keenly…

they feel
like

‘forgotten people’–those for whom the
govern

ment and society
have limited,

if
any, direct

concern
and little

visible action.”12

If
this appeal

to “the
forgotten”

white people sounds
familiar,

it should
be.

The

Trump campaign was populated with “Dirty Tricksters” like Roger
Stone

who

cut
their political

teeth in the
Nixon administration in which

the
catchphrase

“forgotten people” was used
repeatedly to refer to

non-college educated
whites

throughout his campaign
and

administration.13

By the
Presidential elections

of
1972, Republicans

had
swept

the South. In

1976, Jimmy Carter,
an

evangelical governor
from

Georgia, became
the

last
Dem

ocratic presidential candidate
to

carry most
of the

region. Arkansas governor

Bill Clinton carried about half of southern states in 1992 and 1996. Since 1996,

however,
the South has

remained solidly Republican, excepting swing states Vir

ginia,
and

Florida.14 Republican dominance
of the South

today
is
comparable

to

Democratic dominance pre-1965,
but the demographic

driving
this control

is
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the
same: namely, white evangelicals.

This
deliberate exodus of whites from the

Democratic Party
to the

GOP
became

known
by

political scientists
as “the great

white switch.”15

Their Origins as Segregationists

“Mark
my

word,
if

and when
these

preachers
get control of the

[Republican] Party,

and
they’re

sure trying to do so,
it’s

going to be
a terrible

damn
problem. Frankly,

these people frighten me. Politics and governing demand compromise. But these

Christians believe they are acting in the name of
God,

so they
can’t and won’t

com

promise.
I know, I’ve

tried to deal with them.”

Senator
Barry

Goldwater (R-AZ)

There is
a certain irony

to the
fact that Goldwater,

who
wasn’t that alarmed

by

the
beliefs

of the
John Birch Society’s members, eventually

found the
prospects

of
southern preachers controlling

the GOP
terrifying.

He
said

this
in 1994, after

decades of
watching

how the
religious right

tore down democracy and institu

tional norms.
At heart,

Goldwater was
more of

a libertarian
than anything

else,

and the
prospect

of theocracy
was appalling.

Religious conservatives
had stopped

believing
that

religion was primarily a

private function
and

concluded
that

it was part
of

one’s public political identity

instead in
great

part
due to the

Civil Rights Movement.16 Their
potent cultural

force
drove

the
political shifts

of the South
during

the
1950’s, 1960’s, and 1970’s,

even before
they

became a distinct political entity.
They led the

intellectual charge

away
from

Democrats
and

into
the arms of

whomever was willing
to

entertain

their ideals and goals regarding
civil rights

and
segregation.

It
was

an open se

cret that the Klan drew its strength from evangelical churches in the South and

worked hand in glove
(or head in hood)

with
them. According to The

Journal
of

Southern
History in 1956:

“A number
of

students investigating
the

Klan noted a close tie-up

between it and Protestantism. These writers generally agree that

the
Klan worked hand and glove with

the more
Fundamental

ist denominations, that it received
the

open
or

tacit support
of

countless clergy-men, and that many
of

its officers were Protes

tant ministers. Moreover,
both the

secular and church press occa

sionally carried news items telling
of the

Klan visiting a church.”17

Generations of
children

in the
U.S., and particularly

in the South,
were taught

that
southerners had been the

victims
of

vengeful
federal occupying

forces,
had

black politicians
forced upon them, and

were victims
of

“carpetbaggers” stealing
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their political
and

economic power.
The

“Lost
Cause”

had
become

a
part of their

religion.
They grew up surrounded

by statues
to

Robert
E. Lee,

Stonewall Jackson

and
Jefferson Davis

erected
everywhere

in the
south between 1900

and
1930

in

response to
this belief.

Churches erected after the
Civil War

frequently
featured stained glass with

the

Confederate
battle flag (“stars

and
bars”), General Robert

E.
Lee,

and
General

“Stonewall” Jackson.
Not

limited
to Southern

Baptists,
white Methodist

churches

also
“promoted white

supremacy
during the

civil rights era.”18
These

symbols

were even
in the National

Cathedral
in

Washington, D.C.
until

2016 and 2017,

respectively.19

Whites-only Churches themselves were
used as meeting

places
to

plan
and

assemble
for many of the

over 2,000 lynchings
of

Black Americans between 1865

and 1950. This includes the infamous case of Samuel Thomas Wilkes in 1899 in

Georgia, who killed a white man in self-defense.20 Whites went directly from their

churches
on an

Easter Sunday
to

storm
the courthouse, drag

Wilkes
out and burn

him
alive.

One of the
people in

the
crowd reportedly yelled

out,
“Glory!

Glory be

to God!”
as Wilkes

screamed and
thrashed in agony

to escape the
flames.

After

wards,
the

churchgoers
took his charred bones as souvenirs.

Thus, it
should come as no

surprise
that

opposition
to integration

was
cen

tered on
white,

southern
churches

and
religious leaders. Robert P. Jones, in his

book White
Too Long, discusses

the integral role
churches and religion played

in

America’s racist history,
our present,

and
our

reluctance
to

acknowledge
the

link:

“Much of the
recorded history

of
slavery, segregation,

and rac

ism gives
scant

treatment
to the

integral, active
role that

white,

Christian leaders, institutions, and laypeople played in
construct

ing, maintaining, and protecting
white supremacy in their

local

communities… white churches served as connective tissue that

brought together
leaders

from other social realms to coordi

nate
a campaign

of
massive resistance

to
black equality.

But at

a deeper level, white churches were the institutions of ultimate

legitimization,
where white supremacy

was divinely justified via

a carefully cultivated Christian theology.”21

In
1956,

shortly after the
ruling

in Brown
v. Board of Education,

there
was

perhaps

no more
influential

Southern
Baptist figure in

the nation than
W.A. Criswell,

the

pastor of the First Baptist
Church in Dallas.

In
a speech

to the Southern Baptist

Convention in 1956
he

outlined
what

would
become the

“religious freedom”

argument for decades to come:
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“Don’t
force me by

law, by statute,
by

Supreme
Court deci

sion…to
cross

over
in those

intimate
things where

I don’t want

to
go.

Let me
build

my
life.

Let me
have

my
church. Let me have

my
school.

Let me
have

my
friends.

Let me
have

my
home.

Let

me
have my family.

And what
you give

to
me, give

to
every

man

in
America and keep

it
like

our
glorious forefathers made–a land

of the free and the home of the brave.”22

This 60-year-old rhetoric
has been

a
prescient guide to understanding the

longstanding efforts
to

establish a seemingly libertarian religious right
to

discrim

inate and segregate,
based

on the
First Amendment.

Indeed,
Criswell’s

arguments

that discrimination
is

natural
and good

is still used today
by

libertarian-sounding

right-wing
outlets such

as The Federalist.

Dyed-in-the-wool segregationists like
Bob

Jones, Jr.
(for whom the

university

is named)
formulated

the
religious arguments for segregation

and
racism.

In
1960

he
gave a

sermon,
later

turned
into a 32-page pamphlet, titled

“Is
Segregation

Scriptural?”
His

answer was, unsurprisingly, yes.
Based on

a single verse
(Acts

17:26, ESV),
he

concluded:

And he [God] made from one man
every

nation of mankind

to
live

on all the face of the earth, having determined allotted

periods and the boundaries of their
dwelling

place…
Now,

what does that
say?

That says God Almighty
fixed

the bounds

of their habitation... God Almighty did not
make

of the hu

man race one race in the sense that He did not fix the bounds

of their habitation. That is perfectly
clear.

It is no accident that

most Chinese are in China.”23

He
implied

that God put
different people in different

places because he
didn’t

want
them

together, which made
desegregation

a violation
of

God’s plan,
and

therefore a sin.

Jones’ argument was
born from the same “Curse of Ham” rationale used

to
justify slavery:

that
black people are

the descendants of Ham who had been

cursed by God to
live

in subordination to
whites (i.e., those without

“the
mark”).

Throughout the
Civil Rights movement,

Southern
Baptist preachers and

congre

gations
were

among the most
reliable

defenders of
segregation.

The Southern

Baptist Convention did not formally renounce teaching the Curse of Ham until

2018.24 Historian (and
former

Baptist) Wayne
Flynt described the SBC as

“the last

bastion of segregation.”25
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It almost goes without
saying that

Southern
Baptist churches were

segregated,

or de
facto so.

When
a liberal theologian invited Martin

Luther
King, Jr.

to speak

at his church
in

1961,
the

backlash nearly cost
him his

job.
On

Sunday June 9,

1963, NAACP field
secretary Medgar

Evers
led

a
group of

white
and

black civil

rights activists
to attend

services at segregated Baptist
and Methodist

churches in

Galloway Mississippi.
These

were, at
the time, the

two largest
in the

state.
They

were also
the home congregations of the

governor
of

Mississippi and mayor
of

Galloway, respectively. Evers
and

his fellows were
turned

away and
threatened

with arrest.26
Three

days later, Evers was assassinated
by

a local white
suprema

cist. This was suspected
to be

retaliation
(at

least in
part) for

Evers attempting
to

enter
a
white

church.

In
1968, the First Baptist Church

of
Oxford, Mississippi voted

to
ban blacks

from
services. This was one

of the
last attempts by

the SBC
and

other
white south

ern
evangelicals

to
overtly impose segregation before the Supreme Court essentially

made it illegal.27 This same year,
the

SBC convention voted
to

endorse desegrega

tion, while at the same time electing Criswell president
of the

organization.28

Fights over
efforts to desegregate schools continued in the later 1960's and

into
the

1970's. Evangelicals created segregated private schools
funded

by tax

free donations,
but they

were denied tax-exempt
status by the Supreme

Court.29

In
1970,

the IRS
began

sending
letters

to
evangelical Christian schools

to
verify

compliance with
the CRA. This included

schools
run by

Jerry Falwell, Sr. and

Bob
Jones, Sr., which

they
considered a valuable source

of
revenue, recruiting,

and indoctrination. Falwell was
not

happy.
“In

some states,”
he

complained, “It’s

easier
to open

a massage
parlor

than a Christian school.”30

Rise of the
Moral

Majority

Until the 1970’s, there had been
a certain reticence

among
white evangelical

leaders
to

meddle
directly

in politics. Jerry Falwell, Sr. maintained that, “Preachers

are
not

called
to be

politicians,
but to be soul

winners.”31 Unsurprisingly,
his opin

ion changed
once the IRS

began targeting
the tax-exempt status of

segregated

Christian private schools like his.

While
Bob

Jones, Sr. decided
to

fight
the IRS in court

(losing in
the

process),

Falwell decided
to try to turn the

tide culturally
and

politically. For this,
he turned

to an
up-and-coming young Catholic Conservative politico

named
Paul Weyrich,

founder
of the

conservative think tank
The

Heritage Foundation
and the Ameri

can Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC)
to

help
him

start a political movement.32

While Weyrich had bigger designs (particularly
on

abortion), fighting back against

integration was
the

entrée
he

needed
to

leverage conservative religion into politics.
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He had
Falwell quickly pivot away

from Bob
Jones’ arguments

and
instead

encouraged rallying around
the

argument
of

“religious freedom.”
He

argued
that

since Falwell’s schools didn’t take
federal

money,
the

government couldn’t
tell

them
how

to run
their schools.

They
re-framed

the
issue

of
segregated school

ing as one of
a big, intrusive

federal
government agency attacking

good, honest

Christians who
just

want
to

send their children
to

schools reflecting their values.

Not
only

did this
stave

off
charges

of
racism,

but it
also

tapped
into

the
indigna

tion of
aggrieved

southern
evangelical

whites
who were losing

the
battle

to
keep

their schools segregated.

Thus,
in the

mid-70’s, Weyrich
crafted

a messaging playbook that
is

still
used

today:

“The new political philosophy must
be

defined
by us

[conser

vatives] in moral terms, packaged in non-religious language, and

propagated throughout the
country by our

new coalition… When

political power is achieved, the moral majority will have the op

portunity
to

re-create this great nation.”

Weyrich recognized
that coded

language appealing
to

racism
had succeeded in

wooing white evangelicals
into

politics
where other

issues had failed. He latched

onto these racial dog-whistles
to help

keep evangelical religious schools segregat

ed,
as

it
was

the
issue that evangelicals

cared most
about

at the
time.

But, he
also

recognized
that

couching religious beliefs
in

secular sounding
apologetics

were

more
likely

to be successful
in swaying a larger

audience.

It is
important

to note that
this embryonic religious right, and its affiliated

connections within
the

Republican Party, had little anchorage in abortion
and

LGBTQ
issues. Weyrich

knew that these
issues

had
failed

to hook
evangelicals

in the
early 1970's and

did not focus on them. The Southern
Baptist Convention

expressed
support

for laws liberalizing
abortion access in

1971.33 Criswell himself

expressed
support for the Supreme

Court’s decision in Roe v. Wade, taking the tra

ditional theological position
that

life began
at birth, not conception.34

Weyrich wasn’t
the

only
one

to realize that white evangelicals were an untapped

source of
political power. Gary Jarmin, a lobbyist

for the
Christian Voice

orga

nization,
noted at the

time
that, “The beauty of it

is
that

we don’t have
to orga

nize
these

voters.
They

already have their
own

television networks, publications,

schools, meeting
places and respected

leaders who are sympathetic
to our

goals.”35

When Jimmy
Carter, a self-described

born
again Christian

ran for
president

in
1976, it raised

hopes
among some

white southern
evangelicals that

they
would

find a sympathetic ear in
the White

House.
He

carried about half
of their

vote,

33



Brynn Tannehill

which was a significant increase. However, evangelicals quickly
turned against

him as he failed to halt the IRS’ removal of tax-exempt
status from segregationist

religious schools.36

Ronald Reagan challenged
incumbent

President Gerald Ford
in the

1976 Re

publican primaries,
and

his
strategy

revolved
around

trying
to

win
southern states

as
a
continuation of

Nixon’s
Southern

Strategy. Reagan
shared much of

Nixon’s

world views on communism and race.37
One theme of

Reagan’s campaign
against

Ford was “welfare
queens”

cheating
hard

working, tax paying,
real

(read: white)

Americans
out of their

money.38 While Reagan did
not succeed

in unseating Ford

for the
party’s nomination,

he
was

exactly the sort of
politician Weyrich and Fal

well were looking
for

after Carter failed to deliver.

Weyrich credited inaction
by Carter

with
the

genesis
of the white

evangelical

religious right
as

a political force: “What galvanized
the

Christian community was

not
abortion, school prayer,

or the E.R.A.
I am living witness

to that because

I was
trying to get those people

interested
in those

issues,
and

I
utterly

failed.

What
changed their

mind
was Jimmy Carter’s intervention against

the
Christian

schools.”39
They

were also angered,
to

a lesser
extent, by the

perception
that

Carter
did

not
actively fight against gay rights and

the Equal
Rights

Amendment

hard enough.40By the
1980

election, Carter
was

roundly denounced as
an

enemy

of
Christian family values

by the
evangelical community.41 Paul Weyrich and Jerry

Falwell were recognized, even
then,

as key figures influencing this shift.42

Weyrich
and

Falwell wanted
to change the

traditional
Southern

Baptist stance

of
avoiding

direct
participation

in
political debates. Falwell was

furious
with Car

ter, saying that “godless, spineless leaders have
brought our

nation floundering

to the
brink

of
death.”43 Thus, in June 1979, Weyrich

and
Falwell

founded the

Moral Majority, a
Southern

Baptist-dominated umbrella organization
for

political

action
committees dedicated

to
spreading conservative

(white)
Christian political

influence. It became
the model for other

such organizations.
During

its heyday
in

the
1980’s it was

one of the
largest political lobbying

groups
in

the
United States.

The Moral
Majority

helped
rebuild

the electoral ground game of the moribund

Republican Party
in the South,

and
greatly

aided Ronald Reagan’s 1980 election.

It wasn’t until 1979 that the issue of abortion
took center

stage.
This

was

primarily
the

brain-child
of

Paul Weyrich.44 Having
succeeded in

winning over

evangelicals,
he

now worked
to

convince their leaders
that

this issue was now

more
palatable

to the
rest

of America than that of
keeping Black children

out of

white Christian schools.
The

“hook” issue
for

evangelical voters
as

late as 1980

remained
the

fight against
integration. When

presidential candidate Ronald Rea

gan spoke to the SBC in August of 1980, he never mentioned abortion. His did,
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however, explicitly
support the

SBC’s position
on

private religious schools
and

vigorously
denounced the “unconstitutional regulatory

agenda” directed by
the

IRS “against independent schools.”45

Thus, evangelicals swung
hard to

Ronald Reagan
and

away
from Carter in

1980. This happened
despite

Carter trying
to put

policies
in

place
reducing the

number of abortions performed
in

the
U.S., and Reagan signing

the most
liberal

abortion
law in

the country
as Governor

of
California

in
1967.46 While somewhat

revisionist history
credits

popular
concern for

conservative social issues with
the

rise
of the Moral

Majority
and the modern

Republican Party, those inside
the

Reagan campaign knew differently.

Lee
Atwater was a Republican strategist

for
Reagan, and later became

the
chair

man
of the

Republican National Committee. After
the

1980 election,
he

spoke

candidly about what really swung
the

voters:

“You
start out

in 1954 by saying, “N...r, n...r,
n....r” By

1968 you

can’t say “n...r”—that
hurts you,

backfires.
So you

say
stuff

like,

uh,
forced busing, states’ rights,

and
all

that
stuff,

and
you’re

get

ting so
abstract. Now, you’re talking

about cutting
taxes,

and
all

these
things you’re talking

about
are totally

economic
things

and

a
byproduct of them

is, blacks
get hurt

worse than whites.…

“We want to cut this,” is much more abstract than even the bus

ing
thing,

uh, and
a hell

of
a
lot more

abstract than “N....r, n....r.

So, any way you look at
it, race is

coming
on the

backbone.”47

In other
words,

he
acknowledged that

using
carefully

coded
racist language

that

appealed to
erstwhile

segregationists
was

the
key

to
winning

them
over.

Not

abortion.
Not

gays.
Not the

ERA. From
the top

down, there were efforts to swing

the
South with racism.

At the
same time, evangelical leaders like Falwell helped

create the
grassroots movement that

could
effectively

and
willingly

respond to

these dog
whistles.

The
Moral Majority faded

out
by

the
late 1980's,

but not before
mapping

out

the path to
political power

for
a
host of other

organizations that followed. Focus

on the
Family

transformed from
a radio show

in the
1970’s

to
a
lobbying

power

house
by

using these
strategies.

The
Family Research Council (founded

by
James

Dobson of
Focus

on the
Family),

the
Heritage Foundation,

and the
Alliance

De

fending
Freedom all worked closely with

the
Trump White

House and
Depart

ment of
Justice

to implement
and legally

defend
social

and
tax policies favorable

to the
evangelical right and conservative Catholics.

They
influenced

the
Trump

Administration
into

packing
the courts

with lawyers representing,
or

employed,
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by
religious right organizations.

The
Alliance Defending Freedom

spends much of
its

efforts on
enshrining

the
First

Amendment
right

for
religious conservatives

to
individually

and
collec

tively ignore civil rights laws.
They

argue that
these

rights allow
adoption

agencies

(conservative and religious,
of course) to

exclude gays and lesbians, and even

Jews and Catholics as potential parents.
They

also argue
that

these rights
permit

them to
kick

LGBTQ students out of
schools.

Indeed, school segregation—as in keeping LGBTQ youth, youth with LGBTQ

parents
and

LGBTQ teachers
out of

religious schools--remains
one

of the reli

gious right’s
top

priorities today. So, too, is ensuring that they won’t lose federal

funding
or

their tax-exempt status if
they

discriminate
on the

basis
of

sex, sexual

orientation,
or

gender identity.
Nor

do they have
to

comply with labor laws, after

the
decision in Our Lady

of
Guadalupe School v. Morrissey-Berru, which extended the

“ministerial exception” to employees like nurses, teachers, and even janitors.
The

fight for segregation and a religious right
to

ignore civil rights laws lives whether

we recognize it or not.

on,

Reagan Fails to Deliver

“It just
isn’t

going to work, and
it’s

very interesting that the man
who

invented this

type of what
I
call

a
voodoo economic policy is Art Laffer,

a California
economist.”

George
H.W.

Bush,
April 1980

Republican racial hostility spread beyond
the

segregated schools’ debates and

bled
over

into
economics.

America had
a long history

of
punishing Blacks with

economic policies such
as

“red lining,”
and the

Reagan administration
carried

these efforts on by other
means.48

Lee
Atwater’s vision

for turning
economic

pol

icy into a coded-language call
to

war
on

Blacks worked
in the long run. It acted

as

a political wedge
and damaged the

economic prospects
of

Blacks in
the United

States. This quiet war
of

economic inequality outlasted
the

Reagan administra

tion,
surging

all the
way

through
Clinton’s terms in office, and continues today.

Economic warfare was
not the

religious right’s first choice
for carrying on their

battle
for segregation, but it

is
what they got. More than

any
other

policy,
it
was

perhaps the
Reagan administration’s

most
significant contribution

to the demo

cratic
decline

experienced
during

the
2010’s.

White evangelicals
entered the

Reagan administration with high
hopes for

what they could
accomplish. Two days after

being
inaugurated, Reagan

hosted

Falwell and
other

ministers
at

a White
House

meeting. Falwell was ecstatic. “We

now
have a government

in
Washington that will

help
us,”

he
declared.49

They
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believed Reagan and
his Attorney

General, William Smith, would
help them to

get
a favorable

Supreme Court
ruling

that
allowed

segregated
Christian private

schools
to

retain their tax-exempt status. Some, like Weyrich, were
eager to

begin

reshaping the court
in their own image.

The
Family

Protection Act
proposed by

the
religious right was

their
mar

quee piece of
legislation. This evangelical wish list contained 31 items, includ

ing
limiting

access to
abortion

by
minors, taking

funding from any
school

that

limited school prayer,
and

extending tuition
tax credits for

private schools
(and

presumably for those
that remained

segregated). So
ebullient was

their mood in

early
1981 that

they
believed

it
would pass.

These
dreams died quickly, however.

Reagan’s
top priority

was dealing with
the

country’s terrible recession.
Huge tax

cuts for the
wealthy,

spending cuts to
social programs, tight

money
policy at

the

Federal Reserve,
and

increasing defense spending were
the focus of

his adminis

tration, rather than social policies exclusively favoring
the

Christian right.

Thus,
The

Family Protection
Act

was
dead on

arrival due
to

lack
of support

from moderate
Republicans. Stand-alone bills

to
eviscerate Roe v. Wade went

nowhere. Reagan was
forced to abandon

his promise
to protect the

tax-exempt

status of segregated
private schools.

The
first

Supreme Court
vacancy

that came

up in
July 1981 was filled

by
Associate Justice

Sandra
Day O’Connor, a libertari

an-ish moderate
from Arizona who had

supported the
ERA and abortion rights

as
a
state

senator.
In

1983, after
decades of

legal wrangling,
and

without
the sup

port of
Reagan’s

Attorney
General,

Bob
Jones University finally

lost
its Supreme

Court case to
retain its tax-exempt status as a

segregated
institution

by an
8
to

1 vote. O’Connor
concurred

with
the

majority.
Only

Justice William Rehnquist

dissented.

The
religious right’s

reaction to
Reagan’s

abandonment of
their agenda was

mixed. Paul Weyrich was
extremely

dissatisfied,
both

with Reagan and with his

fellow religious conservatives.
He

believed
they

were
too happy

with
their

“mean

ingless access”
to the

Reagan Administration.
“What

overshadowed all their
con

cerns
was

simply the
pleasure

of
being able

to get in… They
didn’t want

to do

anything
to

jeopardize that.”50
When

asked
to

give a
grade to the

Reagan Admin

istration itself,
he

rated
it as “barely

passing.”51 Still, Weyrich had established
one

of the central
grievance narratives

of
white evangelicals

for decades to come:

that
the

government would take away
their

freedoms,
unless

a
strong

leader who

would thwart the judicial
system came to

power.

As
a conservative Catholic primarily

concerned
with

abortion,
Weyrich was

something of the
outsider within

his
own movement. Catholic bishops had

un

dercut
themselves within

the
administration

by
opposing Reagan’s social

cuts and
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nuclear arms
build-up. Falwell

and the
Moral Majority still had a

better
seat

at

Reagan’s
table than

Weyrich.

Jerry Falwell,
and other

white evangelicals in
the

Southern Baptist Convention,

however, embraced
the

Reagan administration’s
focus on cutting

taxes, building

defense, and slashing social spending. Falwell
had

always
been

a staunch anti-com

munist, and, like
the modern

Republican movement, branded anything
that

looked

like government spending
on the poor and

any
tax on the

wealthy as a form of

godless,
creeping

socialism. To his
mind

this was basically
the

same as communism.

He
had founded

the
Moral Majority in

part to
fight this, declaring

that
“young

peo

ple have
been

reared
under the

influence
of

a government that
has

taught them

socialism and welfarism.”52 Civil rights were a form
of

communism in Falwell’s

world, and he branded both Dr. King and Bishop Desmond Tutu as such.53

The Fall of the
Moral

Majority

Despite Falwell and Weyrich’s claim that
they

registered 5 million voters
for

Reagan, won
on

free market issues, and were responsible
for

Reagan’s landslide win

in 1984 and Republican control of the Senate, the Moral Majority’s influence on

GOP social policy did
not

improve during Reagan’s second
term. The

proposed

School Prayer Amendment
to

the Constitution, supported mostly
by

Republicans

and southern Democrats, failed by 11 votes in the Senate (56-44).54 The anti-abor

tion amendment never even
got

a vote. When Republicans lost
the

Senate in 1987,

it guaranteed that
none of

their legislation would move through Congress during

Reagan’s last two years in office.

Despite
appointing the extremely

conservative
Antonin

Scalia
to the Supreme

Court
in 1986,

the
religious right’s

efforts to put another
far right justice

on the

court the
following

year
failed.

The
confirmation

hearings of
arch-conservative

jurist Robert
Bork (the

Nixon
hatchet-man

responsible
for

pulling
the trigger in

the
Saturday Night Massacre firing

of
Special Prosecutor Archibald

Cox)
denied

Bork
a seat

on the bench and ended the
Moral Majority’s influence

as
a driving

force in
politics.

Conservative religious figures
from

James
Dobson to

Pat Robertson
to

Jerry

Falwell, Sr.,
had gone

all
in on getting Bork

confirmed. Weyrich’s
Free Congress

Foundation was also
on the

front lines
of the

fight. Still,
it
wasn’t enough. During

Senate
confirmation hearings,

Bork responded to questions about Brown
v. Board

of
Education with answers unacceptable

to
all

but
white

southern
evangelicals.

Similarly, his views
on

women, civil rights, abortion, and even birth
control

were

so far outside the mainstream that moderate Republicans couldn’t find a way
to

justify voting
for him.
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After Bork
went down in flames, Reagan

nominated
centrist

Anthony Kenne

dy for the Supreme Court. He ended up
becoming widely reviled

by the
religious

right for his rulings
on abortion (Whole

Women’s
Health

v.
Hellerstedt)

and gay rights

(Romer
v. Evans, Lawrence v. Texas, Windsor v. United States, and Obergefell v.

Hodges).

The Bork
fiasco

helped cement resentments
surrounding

the
civil rights

era and

the
conviction

of
religious conservatives

(and
particularly white

southern
evan

gelicals) that
they

were powerless
to stop the

cultural shift away
from

their values.

It
also planted a seed

of
hope: Perhaps

the
Republican Party

needed
evangelicals

more than
evangelicals

needed
Republicans.

Four Years in the Wilderness

“Your guilty conscience may
force you to vote

Democratic, but deep down inside,
you

secretly long for
a

cold-hearted
Republican

to lower
taxes, brutalize criminals, and

rule you like a king!”

Sideshow Bob,
The

Simpsons

As the
disappointment over Reagan’s eight years

in
office sank

in, the
Moral

Majority collapsed.
Falwell

had
struggled

for
years

with
an organization

that
was

effectively a
confederation,

trying
to rein

in
the most radical chapters’

bizarre

and extremist
positions, including a

group in Santa Clara California that called

for the death penalty for
gays.55 Falwell excused

these radical
stances

by
claiming

that he had no control
over local leaders, although

he himself had called AIDS

“the
wrath

of God on
homosexuals.”

When
questioned

about these sorts of

stances, two
of

Falwell’s aides
sheepishly

admitted, “We
are kind of monar

chists,” meaning
that they

wanted
someone to rule

over
the

United
States

like an

Old Testament king.56

Falwell, too, had become a target of both the left
and

right and was
unpopu

lar
even in

his home state of
Virginia.

His support of Apartheid in South Africa

further
marginalized him

and his organization.
With very little

to show for his

support of
Reagan,

funding
began

dropping
in 1985. Finally, a shadow of what

he had been
earlier

in the decade,
Falwell

resigned from the Moral Majority in

1987.

As
a
result, the

Christian right shifted
its

strategy
to running directly

for office.

Pat Robertson
threw

his
hat

into
the ring during the

Republican primaries for

the 1988 Presidential election. On the surface, Robertson seemed like a decent

candidate:
an

affable, mild-mannered, Ivy-League law school
graduate, and

well

known televangelist
and

media entrepreneur.
At his

1985
peak,

Nielsen ratings

showed
that 27

million viewers watched his 700 Club broadcasts
per

month.57
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Paul Weyrich
and beer-baron

Joseph
Coors thought

Robertson could win
the

primary. His campaign slogan was “Restore
the

Greatness
of America Through

Moral Strength,” presaging
the shorter

and pithier “Make America
Great

Again”

used
by Trump

to appeal to
white evangelicals

almost three decades later.

Pat Robertson came
from the

charismatic Christian school
of

evangelism which

emphasizes miracles, spiritual gifts and
the holy

spirit. However,
he

was never able

to
unify

other
mainstream evangelicals, such

as
Southern Baptists, behind

him.

After running second in Iowa,
he

finished a distant third in
New

Hampshire
and

withdrew before the convention. The result convinced him that Christians faced a

great deal
of

discrimination
in

society, which became a
recurrent

theme in his
ser

mons.
It

also showed that a candidate relying
on the

evangelical vote would have

to
unify charismatics and

others
behind him like Trump, who brought prosperity

gospel figures like Paula White and Creflo Dollar into the tent.58

Robertson’s
economic agenda

was also
far more

populist
than that of the

Republican mainstream
of the

time.
He tried to

present himself as a fiscal
con

servative and business owner rather than as a preacher. However, as videos of

Robertson
performing

faith healings and
commanding hurricanes to

change
di

rection in God’s name
emerged, his

campaign generally wasn’t taken seriously.

In the
1988 general election,

George
H.W.

Bush
won 81

percent of the
evan

gelical vote, a feat
matched

by Trump.
They

were dubious
of

a mainline
Protes

tant from New
England,

but
felt

they had no
choice given

that they had burned

all
their

bridges with
Democrats

during
the

Reagan Administration.59
It

could
be

argued that
his

campaign’s
infamous

race-baiting Willie Horton advertisements,

created
by the

equally
infamous Lee

Atwater, may have burnished Bush’s
creden

tials
among

racists somewhat.60

However,
they

were
probably

right
to be

dubious,
because

Bush
put moder

ates and
liberals in

his
cabinet

and
appointed David Souter, a reliably progressive

vote,
to the Supreme Court. Bush

ignored calls
for

defunding
the

National
En

dowment
for the Arts

over
the

“Piss Christ” exhibit and pictures
by (deceased)

gay artist Robert Mapplethorpe.
He

also invited gay activists
to the White House

to discuss the AIDS crisis. Bush also raised taxes on the wealthy to deal with

deficits and backed progressive civil rights
and

environmental laws.
None of

this

made
businesses,

the
wealthy,

or
evangelicals particularly happy.

It
came back

to

haunt him when he
was

held
accountable

in the
1992 election

for
breaking his

“Read
my

lips,
no new

taxes” pledge.

Regardless,
the Bush

administration was never really in a position
to focus on

social policy issues.
The

collapse
of communist

Warsaw Pact
states

in Eastern
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Europe,
the fall of the Berlin

Wall
and German

reunification,
the

First
Gulf

War
in

1990-1991,
the recession

caused
by the Gulf

War,
peace

talks
in the

Middle East, and the fall of the Soviet Union in late 1991 meant that the first

Bush
administration was primarily

focused on
foreign policy,

and then econom

ic
recovery.

What domestic policy Bush did pursue
was

generally moderate or

even progressive, including
his signature Americans with Disabilities Act and the

Clean Air Act.

Bush,
a

rather genteel
old school Episcopalian

who
believed one’s religion

was primarily personal, was unenthusiastic
at best, and

deeply
uncomfortable at

worst, addressing social issues.
When he

did step into culture wars,
the results

were disastrous.
He tried to

make
his

1992 campaign
about

“family values,” using

a phrase meant to appeal to the Christian right. He famously declared at the 1992

National Religious Broadcasters’ convention
that,

“We are
going to

keep
on try

ing
to strengthen the

American family,
to

make American families a lot
more

like

the
Waltons

and
a

lot
less like

the
Simpsons.”

On the
very

next episode of The

Simpsons, Bart fired back: “Hey, we’re
just

like
the

Waltons. We’re praying
for an

end to the Depression, too.”61

All
that social

conservatives
could hang their

hat
on

was
the successful con

firmation
of Supreme Court

Justice Clarence Thomas, whose
bruising

confir

mation hearings
included

credible
testimony that he had

sexually harassed
Anita

Hill. Unsurprisingly, Pat Robertson’s
Christian

Coalition had lobbied hard for

Thomas. Evangelicals also lobbied
for Brett

Kavanaugh
three decades

later,
the

Trump
Supreme Court

nominee
who

was also
credibly accused by

several wom

en of being
a drunkard

and
a
rapist.62

Deprived
of any real

influence in
the

White House, and amidst the world-shak-

ing changes
caused

by the
fall

of
communism,

the
Christian right

began
descend

ing into the conspiracy theories that
would haunt

them, and the
Republican Party,

for decades to come. Pat Robertson’s 1991 book, The New World Order, was a

mishmash of
paranoid theories claiming that a

“cabal of
internationalists was

waging a sustained
conspiracy to control the

world economy
and

create a
one

world government.”63
It

also declared that former communists and the United

Nations
were working in

conjunction
with

lenders to destroy
American sover

eignty, which
echoed

anti-Semitic propaganda
from the

early 20th century.
These

sorts of
conspiracies

emerged as one of the
primary strains

of unhinged
agitprop

that
dominated

right-wing talk radio during
the

Clinton Administration in
the

1990's and presaged
the post-truth

politics that came
to

define
the

GOP after

2010.
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The
Republican Revolution of 1994

“You’re fighting a war.
It

is a
war for

power.”

Newt Gingrich, 1978

This
paucity of

successes
during the Bush Administration did not go unno

ticed by the
Christian right.

After his
failed 1988 Presidential

run,
Pat Robertson

and
Ralph Reed

founded the
Christian Coalition

as
a
successor to the

Moral
Ma

jority. Unlike
its

predecessor, it was focused
on the

grass
roots

instead
of

pastors

and
attempted

more
centralized national

control. GOP
operatives Jack

Abramoff

(who went
to prison for

fraud) and Grover Norquist
(who forced most

Repub

licans
to

sign a
pledge to

never raise taxes regardless
of any

circumstances) had

also
been

involved
in

standing
the

organization up.

Other Christian right organizations emerged in the
1980’s

and
1990’s

that

focused
almost exclusively

on abortion
and gay

rights: The
Family Research

Council (FRC)
in

1983
and the

Alliance
Defending

Freedom (ADF,
formerly the

Alliance
Defense Fund) in

1993.
The

FRC is primarily a lobbying
organization

in
Washington, D.C.,

and ADF focuses on impact litigation
in

the
courts.

The

ADF
has

brought nine
cases

to the Supreme Court in the past few decades and

won them all.

Both
were

founded by
Dr. James

Dobson, who
started

as
a religious radio

show
host.

He
also

created the
hugely influential organization Focus

on the
Fam

ily
(FOF) in

1977. Though declaring itself a church
to protect the anonymity

of
donors, Focus

on the
Family functions primarily as a lobbying organization.

Dobson emerged
in

the
1990’s as

one of the more
influential figures

in
Repub

lican politics.
The

ADF, FRC
and

Focus
on the

Family remain
among the most

influential religious right organizations in politics today.

In
many ways, President Clinton was

the perfect foil
for

the
Christian right.

He
embodied all

the
1960’s values

they
hated.

He had
smoked weed

(but
didn’t

inhale). He was a
sexual

libertine, notorious for
being

a womanizer,
and

(possibly)

draft-dodger
during Vietnam.

He
was well liked

by
Black Americans,

and
was

(at
the

time) called “America’s first Black President”
by

Toni
Morrison.64

Hillary

Clinton was a
feminist and

a lawyer who scoffed
at the

idea
she should

have

“stayed
home and

baked cookies,” rather than pursue a legal career.65 Worse: Bill

Clinton was
seen as

a racial
and

religious traitor, as
he

was raised a
white southern

evangelical
yet

embodied
none of the ideas they

held dear.

The
religious right, and conservative radio shock-jock Rush Limbaugh, were

widely
credited for

helping
to

mobilize
the

right in
the

1994 election that swept
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Republicans
into house

leadership
for the

first time in 40 years.
Democrats

were

not only the
enemy;

they
were literally

against
God’s

plan.
To religious conserva

tives,
the

Republic was dying, decaying from
the

inside.
Newt

Gingrich was
the

new
avatar

of their
political movement and was

there to
kill

off “the old
order,”

and
sweep

in
something new.66 He epitomized

the new Southern
Republican:

extreme,
beyond compromise, and

there to own the libs.

Gingrich had advised Republicans
to

stop using “Boy
Scout

words, which

would
be

great
around

a camp-fire,
but

are lousy
in

politics.” From his first day
in

office in 1979,
he

rejected
norms of

civility
and

bipartisan
cooperation. He used

over-the-top language
on the

floor
of the

House
and questioned the patriotism

of
Democrats,

comparing them to
Mussolini.

He handed out memos to other

Republicans instructing
them to use

adjectives
to describe

Democrats like pathetic,

sick,
bizarre, betraying, antifamily, and traitors.

Some
might

be
inclined

to
believe that American politics have always

been
this

polarized
and

angry,
but they

haven’t. Gingrich
represented

a
turn

in
American

political discourse. Former Georgia
state Democratic

Party
leader

Steve
Anthony

observed, “the things
that

came
out of

Gingrich’s
mouth…

we
had

never
heard

that
before from either

side. Gingrich went
so

far over
the top that the

shock

factor
rendered the

opposition
frozen for

a
few

years.”67 Gingrich established

“politics
of

warfare” as
the

dominant Republican strategy,
one that continues

today.
It rejects the concept of mutual tolerance and embraces

actions that may

be legal but are
entirely damaging

to the
Republic

and the
established

norms of

a
democratic

society. Former
congressman

Barney Frank called
him

“a McCar

thyite
who

succeeded.”

Gingrich, and his scorched-earth politics
of

“victory
at any

cost,” did
not

spring up
in a vacuum.

He
was a reflection

of the
shifting

demographics of

the
Republican Party.

As the
party’s

base had
shifted towards

the South (and by

extension
white

evangelicals),
it adopted the

values
of white

evangelicals still im

mensely resentful
of the

social changes since World War
II. The combination of

over-heated rhetoric and demographic change resulted in
the

radicalization
of the

Republican Party, which became increasingly
homogeneous when compared

with

the
diversifying coalition

of
communities

forming the Democratic
base.

The emergence of
right-wing radio personalities like Rush Limbaugh

in the

late 1980’s
and

Fox
News

in
the

1990’s
helped create an

echo chamber
that

acceler

ated this
process.

As time
went

by and moderate
Republicans

began to
disappear,

the
Republican Party

became
a party

of the
far right.

One
example

of this
endan

gered
species,

moderate
Republican Senator Arlen Spectre

of
Pennsylvania, was
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well aware
of the

squeeze
caused by the

religious right. “If we
let

this thing
con

tinue to percolate without attacking it head-on, we will assure President Clinton’s

reelection,”
he noted

in 1994.68
He

was right. Quantitative analysis showed
that

by
2015, Republican moderates in Congress were virtually extinct,

and
Clinton

easily won a second term.69

Nineteen-ninety
four

was also
the

first time
that

Republicans controlled
the

majority
of

U.S.
House

seats
in the South. By

1996,
they

controlled
the majori

ty of southern Senate
seats as well.70

The
Campaigns

and
Elections study

of
1994

showed that
the

religious right was
the dominant

influence
in

eighteen
state

par

ties, and all
of the southern

ones.
It
was also influential

in
thirteen others.71

During their
1994 campaign,

the
GOP

pledged to
pass a raft

of
eight

reforms

and ten bills if elected. This
“Contract

with America” was based
on

a 1985
speech

by
Ronald Reagan

and
focused

on
policies

supported by at
least

60 percent of the

American public.72
The

bills
focused on tax cuts

for small businesses,
term

limits,

welfare
reform,

a balanced
budget requirement, tort reform,

and social
security

reform. Most of
all,

though, it
proposed

to cut capital
gains taxes in half,

bene

fiting mostly
those

invested in
real estate and

stocks.
Some

credited
the contract

with helping sweep
the

GOP
into

power in 1994. Ultimately, very
few of these

largely impractical measures passed.

Gingrich had deliberately omitted contentious
social

issues
in the contract,

as

few
(if

any) of them
garnered

the
necessary 60

percent support and
would have

bogged down the more
popular items. Ralph Reed

and the
Christian Coalition

unveiled
its

own
Contract

with
the American

Family in May 1995.73
It featured

a mix
of

old items like
curbs on

abortion,
cutting

welfare
in

favor
of

religious

charities, prayer
in

schools, and
some new ones like tax credits for homemakers

and
children.

It
also

proposed
eliminating

the Department of
Education.74

Odd

ly, homosexuality was hardly mentioned.

The
Christian

Coalition proposal
was unpopular

on both
sides.

The
Pat

Bu

chanan
wing

of the
party called

it
“unduly modest,”

and the
American Civil

Liberties
Union

(ACLU)
called it “dangerous and

radical.”75
As

a
result,

it went

nowhere.
Just as

in 1992,
when

Robertson backed
the incumbent Bush

over

Buchanan
against

the wishes of
its

base,
Ralph Reed

and the Christian
Coalition

backed the moderate Bob Dole in 1996 over Buchanan again. While Reed cor

rectly
understood

that
the policies and constitutional

amendments
the

Christian

right
wanted would never pass,

he
failed

to understand
that

these
were central

to

the
desires

of the
people

he
was representing,

and
that

the new paradigm of the

GOP base did not
allow

for any sort of
compromise.
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James
Dobson took

a
more modern,

Gingrich-like view
of the

1996 election.

There
was

no room for accomodation,
and

he
didn’t give Presidential

endorse

ments at that time. (Later, he would endorse Trump). He had a three-hour meet

ing
with

Dole prior to the election, demanding that he
take

hard
line

positions

on
social issues.

Dole
ignored him,

and Dobson
voted

for
third

party
candidate

Howard Phillips. Dole
ended up

carrying only
41 percent of the

popular vote,

while Clinton
got 36 percent of the

evangelical vote
in

a
year when

evangelical

voting
dropped by six

percentage points.

After
Clinton was re-elected

in
1996, Weyrich openly despaired

that the
reli

gious conservatives fueling
the

Republican Party were taken
for granted.

“The
re

ligious right saved
the

Republicans,
but some in the GOP

have already drawn
the

long
knives

to further
disassociate

the
party

from the
issues

of concern to social

conservatives.”
Dobson,

however, saw
it as an opportunity to

flex
his

movement’s

muscles.
He

threatened
to

blow
the

whole thing
up

by
doing

radio interviews

calling for
the

faithful
to boycott the

1998 election if
the GOP

refused
to try to

pass
socially conservative bills

that
were effectively

dead on
arrival.

This
was

the

no-compromise, hardball, pointless politics
of eternal

warfare that Gingrich
had

introduced,
now

being
turned

against him.

Republicans didn’t have
the

votes
to

override a Presidential veto,
nor

even

get
past a

Senate
filibuster.

It
was

only
a last-minute meeting with two

dozen top

members of the House
begging

Dobson not to
nuke

the
Republican Party

from

orbit (or
his radio

booth)
that

got him to
back down.

He got his
votes, which

went nowhere. Still,
he had

enough leverage
to force House

Republicans
to

take

social votes
on

unpopular issues
they

knew
they

could
not

win.76

Racially,
white America continued

its
economic

punishment
of

minorities.

For all the accolades Bill Clinton received as the “first Black President,” his two

pieces
of

signature legislation disproportionately
harmed

Black people.
Clinton

used the strategy of
“triangulation” when

adopting popular
positions, even

if

they
aligned

with the
opposition. Thus,

he supported the
Violent Crime

Control

and Law Enforcement Act in 1994. This act included “three strikes” mandatory

sentencing laws,
money for

100,000
more police

officers,
$9.7

billion dollars for

new
prisons,

and
expansion

of the death
penalty.77

The
1996 Personal Responsi

bility and Work
Opportunity

Reconciliation
Act

(PRWORA) was
meant to “end

welfare as we know it,” but instead mostly just left lower income individuals

more vulnerable to
economic

crises
like

the
2008-2009

Great
Recession,

where

Black
family

median
wealth was devastated

and
never recovered.78

It
speaks volumes, however,

that the
only

common grounds Democrats and

Republicans could find
in the

1990’s were in laws that punished
poor

Blacks
and
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LGBTQ people
(via

the
Defense

of
Marriage

Act). They
contributed

to their

lasting poverty
and

facilitated
the

age
of

mass incarceration. Still,
the fact that the

Clintons acted
on

racial dog whistles
and

anti-LGBTQ
animus

wasn’t
enough

for

the
right

to drop their
vendetta

against the
couple.

The
1998 impeachment

of
President Clinton

represented
a high-water mark

for the influence of Reed and Robertson’s Christian Coalition. Their base had

been fed
a
steady diet of

conspiracy theories
about

Clinton since day
one of

his

Administration, from rumors that Hillary had Vince Foster killed, to the New

World Order using black
UN

helicopters
to spy on the

American public.
When

news
of the

Monica Lewinsky affair broke, Gingrich
and other

socially conser

vative
members of the House thought there

was an opportunity. Reed,
and the

Christian Coalition, enthusiastically
supported the

impeachment. However,
pub

lic opposition
to the

impeachment hovered around
66 percent, and his

impeach

ment failed in the Senate.79

This was an embarrassing
defeat.

Already weakened
after the

1996 election

and suffering from years of
declining revenue,

as
well

as IRS
penalties and in

vestigations,
the

Christian Coalition essentially ceased
to function.

Ralph Reed

moved
on to become

a political
consultant. The

immovable
Dobson,

however,

remained
where he

was. His organizations (ADF, FRC,
FOF),

along with
The

Heritage
Foundation, went on to become the dominant entities in the culture

wars
to

come.
The only

victories
they

achieved
during the

Clinton Administration

were
where

their views overlapped with fiscal conservatives and Clinton’s strategy

of
triangulation, such

as
welfare

reform and the Defense of
Marriage

Act.
For a

block
with

such theoretical
clout,

they
had little

to
show for

it.

However,
they had

learned
that they

had
some electoral clout, or

at least

enough to
prevent insufficiently conservative Republicans

from
being

elected

President. Thus,
they

could
function

as king-makers after
the

1996
election. They

were
no longer

afraid
to burn the

party down in
order to get their

way. Which,
in

the end, is exactly what they
did in 2016.
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Three

Abandoning Democracy

“Remember, democracy never
lasts long. It soon

wastes, exhausts, and murders
itself.

There
never was a

democracy yet
that did not commit suicide.”

John Adams

M
ost
the Republicans1990’s, preferring

in Congress
a scorched-earth,

had stopped
winner-takes-allplaying

the democracy
approach

game

to gov-

in

ernance. The
Christian

right
realized

as early as
Clinton’s

second term that there

was
precious little hope for

constitutional
amendments

permitting
school

prayer

or banning
same-sex

marriage or
abortion.

By the end of George W. Bush’s

(a.k.a “Dubya”)
second term, this

had
hardened into

conventional Republican

wisdom.

This is also when
Republican

presidents began to win
despite losing

the pop

ular vote. Since 1988, a Republican
has

won
the popular

vote only once.
Both

their
social

stances
and economic policies

were drifting
further and further

away

from the mainstream American
public.

The Great
Recession

of 2008
was

fu

eled by greed and a lack
of risk management by the

government.
It

left average

Americans
reeling, while the people who caused the

catastrophe received
gov

ernment
bailouts. Tax

cuts for the
wealthy,

laissez
faire capitalism,

and “let the

market
decide”

weren’t
winning at the

ballot
box.

Thus,
the GOP

establishment

recognized that the
only way

to
win in

the
long

run
was

to rig the game perma

nently.

Decades
of

right-wing
propaganda

have taken its toll as well. Right-wing

“news," politics,
and

entertainment
melded into

a singularity
from

which
not

even
truth could

escape.
The GOP and its

media
arm had

cultivated “crazies” as

their base for years; inevitably
they found

a way
to

seize
the

levers
of

power
that

the
GOP

had
tried

to
keep

them
away from,

whereupon they
promptly drove

the

world’s oldest surviving democracy
to attempt

suicide.
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Dubya

“Our enemies
are

innovative
and resourceful, and so are we. They never stop think

ing about
new

ways to harm our
country

and our
people, and

neither do we.”

George
W. Bush

During the
2000

Presidential election
primaries,

the
Christian Right was faced

with a relatively easy choice: John McCain,
or George

W.
Bush?

Bush
was somewhat problematic,

as he
was running

on
a platform

of “com

passionate conservatism,”
thereby

signaling his unwillingness
to embrace the cul

ture-wars
of

Republicans like Pat
Buchanan.

Still,
Bush had

his own
“born

again”

narrative and wasn’t afraid to talk about his faith. But McCain? He was a hard

“no”
for religious conservatives. Much like his Arizona

predecessor Barry Gold

water, McCain was disdainful of what he called the “whackadoodles” or “crazies”

of the
Republican Party,

who had until then been
kept (mostly)

in check
and

at

arm’s length.1

In
2000, McCain showed little interest

in
wooing social conservatives. For

their
part, they

already viewed his
proposed

campaign finance
reforms

with
sus

picion and
hostility,

due to the
effects

they
would have

on
Christian non-profits.2

It
was their belief that if McCain won, Christian conservatives would have very

little say in the White House.

Oligarchs
and plutocrats

weren’t
big fans of McCain

either.
His

tax
cut

plan

delivered less than 2
percent of

its benefits
to the top

1
percent, as opposed

to
Bush’s plan, which gave

them 40 percent of the
benefit. McCain’s

tax cuts

weren’t
central to his campaign,

and
in his

opinion
the GOP

focused
on them

too
much. Similarly, McCain relied

on
small

donor
contributions

to
finance

his

2000 primary
campaign

and criticized
the

GOP’s reliance
on

big
money

donors.

Having
been caught up in the

Savings &
Loan

scandal
of the late

1980’s
and ear

ly
1990’s,

McCain championed
removing

money
and lobbyists

from
politics

and

regarded tax
breaks

for companies with large
lobbies

as
unethical.3

After McCain won
the New

Hampshire primary
by

a landslide
of

19 points,

Christian conservatives rallied behind Bush. Jerry Falwell and James Dobson
both

went
on the

offensive against McCain: “I will certainly speak
out

when I see overt

displays of hostility toward conservative people
of

faith, especially when it is
ema

nating from
the party

that historically welcomed and encouraged
our

participation,”

wrote Falwell. McCain fired back, calling Falwell
and

Robertson “agents
of

intol

erance.”
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Though not
directly attributable

to the
religious right, a smear campaign

against

McCain in South Carolina ensued. Rumors and robocalls accused McCain’s ad

opted
Bangladeshi daughter,

Bridget, of
being the result of an illicit union. This

tapped into
latent racism,

as
well

as
longstanding white evangelical revulsion

at

the idea of
miscegenation.4

It
was sufficient

to propel Bush to
a convincing win

in South
Carolina,

and
McCain rapidly faded into

the
rear-view mirror.

Evangelicals flexed
their

muscles in
the

general election,
as

well
as the prima

ries.
They

constituted
40 percent of the

votes
for Bush on

election day.
Despite

Al Gore
being a life-long

Southern
Baptist,

84 percent of
white church-going

evangelicals voted
for

Bush.
Bush

narrowly won
Florida by

537 votes, which

decided the election.
His religious base could

reasonably
claim credit

for
pushing

Bush across
the

line. Even
without

a
strong national

organization
acting as

a

political machine,
the

religious right was a demographic
capable of

determining

who
would

be
president,

and they knew it.
“Without us, I

do not
believe

George

Bush would
be

sitting
in the White

House,” remarked Pat Robertson.

Before Bush
ever

took
office,

any hopes of being
a “uniter,”

as he claimed

during the campaign, were quickly dashed by
Tom DeLay (R-TX).

After Ging

rich had left the House in
disgrace

in 1998, House Majority Whip
Delay

became

the real
Republican power

in
Congress. DeLay

was known as “The Hammer”

for the
heavy-handed

tactics he used to keep other
Republicans

in line with his

beliefs, and
for his no-holds-barred style of

politics
with

his opponents, using

any and all means
available

to get his
way.

He had no respect for tradition,

and his K-Street Project
was

essentially
a pay-to-play

operation for
lobbyists.

One fellow
Republican

described
DeLay’s

philosophy on
governance

as: “If it

wasn’t
illegal, do

it.”5 Tom
reportedly told the incoming president:

“We don’t

work with Democrats. There’ll be none of that uniter-divider stuff.”

Even
with

DeLay’s
encouragement, Bush failed to move his faith-based ini

tiatives
bill through the Senate. In the end, he simply

issued
an

executive
order

establishing a faith-based initiative office in
the

White
House. This

office
ended

up being an unaccountable slush fund that
kept

no central
records,

but did

provide millions
of dollars to

conservative
pet projects

like
abstinence-only

sex education. Bush also forbade discrimination against
religious organizations

seeking federal funding, which the Supreme Court
later

ensconced into Consti

tutional law in the case of
Trinity Lutheran v.

Comer.6

Bush
delivered

in other
ways

as
well.

He signed
a

“partial birth” abortion

ban into federal
law

in
2003.

He also placed social
conservatives

throughout his

administration, such as Kay Coles James at the
U.S. Office

of
Personnel

Man
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agement.
Previously,

she had been
a
board member at

Focus
on the Family and

the Senior
Vice

President at the
Family Research

Council. As of this writing,

she is President of The Heritage
Foundation.

The Bush White House maintained continuous communication with the re

ligious right, holding
frequent

scheduled conversations. Paul Weyrich observed

of Bush in 2001 that ‘’I’ve been through five Republican administrations, and

the effort to communicate with conservatives and to understand our concerns

and address our concerns and
involve

us in the process
is

the best of any of

the
Republican administrations, including Ronald Reagan.

In fact,
far superior

to

Ronald Reagan.’’7

Like Reagan and Trump, Bush passed tax
cuts

in 2001 and 2003
that

primarily

benefited
the

ultra-wealthy
and

drove
up the

deficit. These enjoyed
only modest

public
support,

though
in

2001 this could
be

excused
by the

fact
that the budget

was
(at that

time)
not yet

running a
huge

deficit. Like
most economic

policies,
it

also served
to

worsen wealth inequality, which
is

discussed
in

detail in Chapter 7.8

The
attacks

on September 11th, 2001 changed the American cultural narra

tive
from

a “melting
pot” to

a
war of us

vs.
them,

a fight
against “evil” and bat

tle
with Muslims,

which appealed to the religious-right base. Franklin Graham,

who became one of
Trump’s

staunchest and most
influential

supporters in

2016, declared Islam to be “wicked and evil” in the
days

following the
attacks.9

While Bush sometimes tried to push back against the most extreme pronounce

ments against Islam and
Muslims, evangelicals were

strongly
supportive

of
U.S.

military operations in both Afghanistan and Iraq: 80 percent of
evangelicals

supported the latter in 2003.10 Even in
2007,

after most Americans no longer

supported the Iraq
War, a majority

of
evangelicals

continued
to. Like

his father,

war
and

a
recession

sucked
most of the oxygen out of the room for

advancing

conservative
social issues during

Bush’s first two years. However, unlike
Dub

ya’s
father,

a
culture war bigger than sacrilegious art or Bart Simpson

was
thrust

upon him.

In
2003,

the Supreme Court poured
gasoline

on the
fire

of
conservative

out

rage
with

its
6-3 decision in Lawrence v. Texas, which

ruled that sodomy
laws

(pri

marily targeting gay
men)

were unconstitutional. Antonin Scalia,
in

a blistering

dissent,
bemoaned the

fact that religion could
not be

used
to set

moral law,
and

(correctly) predicted that this
ruling would lead

to
legalization

of
same-sex mar

riage
throughout the

United States.11 Worse,
from the

perspective
of

religious

conservatives,
four

Republican-appointed Justices (Kennedy, O’Connor, Stevens,

and Souter)
voted with

the
majority.
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The panic was
immediate.

In September 2003,
James

Dobson declared that

“unless we act
quickly,

the family as
we have

known it for 5,000 years will be

gone. With its demise will come chaos such as the world has never seen.”12 The

right-wing rhetoric reached
a fever

pitch after the Massachusetts Supreme
Judi

cial Court ruled on
November 18th,

2003 that the
state’s

ban on same-sex mar

riage
was

unconstitutional. While these pronouncements of doom if lesbians

and
gays

were
allowed

to marry might seem odd
today,

in 2003 only 33 percent

of the
public

supported same-sex
marriage.13

It
was

one of the few culture-war

issues to
exceed Gingrich’s

theoretical 60 percent threshold of public support

for the GOP to embrace it as
a
platform, which is why

such
issues

weren’t
part

of the Contract with America in 1994.
Thus,

it represented one of the only

times in recent memory where
a

socially
conservative

culture
war

issue
was

broadly
popular.

Bush
campaign strategist

Karl
Rove also recognized that

he needed to mo

bilize evangelicals
and the

religious right
to

win reelection in 2004.
The

Federal

Marriage Amendment (FMA) to the constitution had been introduced in 2002

as
a means

to
prevent

courts from
allowing lesbians

and
gays

to
marry. Written

by
Robert

Bork (among others), it
failed

to
gain enough

traction in Congress to

make it
out of committee

while
the country

was reeling
from the

9/11 attacks

and
fighting two simultaneous wars.

Bush
pivoted quickly from letting states

de

cide to
allow civil

unions14 to
offering implicit

support
for

the
FMA during his

State of the Union
address in January 2004. “Activist judges,”

he
said, “have

be

gun
redefining marriage by

court
order, without regard for

the
will

of the people

and
their elected representatives...

If
judges insist

on
forcing

their
arbitrary will

upon the
people,

the only
alternative left

to the people
would

be the
constitution

al process.”15

When
the

FMA failed
to

make it through Congress in
the

summer of 2004,

anti-marriage equality initiatives were placed
on the

ballots
of

13 states. All would

go on
to pass and were considered

to be
instrumental

in
getting

out the
vote for

Bush. This is particularly
true in

the swing state
of

Ohio, where Bush won by only

60,000 votes in 2004; however,
the

ballot initiative
to

amend the state constitution

to
forbid same sex marriage passed by a 62-38 margin. Bush’s campaign had also

gone to
great lengths

to
ensure evangelicals came out to vote for him, some of

which were only marginally better than quid quo
pro

kickbacks, such as the millions in

unregulated,
no

strings attached grants
to

conservative Black church organizations

in swing states.16
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Breaking the
Faith

with
Democracy

“I
believe

we have
probably

lost the culture
war. That doesn’t

mean
that

the
war is not

going
to

continue… But
in

terms
of society in

general,
we have lost.”

Paul Weyrich

Despite winning
the

White House again
in

2004,
the

Christian right
remained

pessimistic.
They knew that,

in
the

long
run, they

were losing
the

culture wars.

Demographic and
cultural

trends
were

not
moving

in their
favor

on LGBTQ is

sues,
abortion

was a stalemate,
and they

had
to

reluctantly
admit that there

was
no

plausible
path to

passing
the

FMA.
This left the door open to

a
future Supreme

Court
ruling mandating

the
legalization

of
same-sex marriage.

They
saw a

soci

ety
changing in ways that

they could not control and once
again were

being left

further behind. As
a result,

some within the
Christian right

and the GOP began

to look to other
non-democratic countries

as
potential models

for
achieving

their

aims. Thus,
when the

Christian right
met

Vladimir
Putin,

a
seed

was planted.

When the
Soviet

Union
collapsed,

many
evangelicals

(and the Mormon

Church)
saw it

as an
opportunity

to spread their brand of
religion. Communists

were
replaced by

“cultural
Marxists”

as
the

Godless, socialist,
secular

fifth-col-

umn enemy of choice of the
far

right. In the
1990’s, Paul Weyrich

began
regular

trips to
Russia

to train
activists

in the culture
wars

there.17 As early
as 1995,

mem

bers of the American
Christian right

began
working

on
ways

to
formalize

ties

with fellow social
conservatives

in
Russia.

The result
was

the founding of the

World
Congress of

Families
(WCF) in

1997, which would
come to

serve
as the

conduit
between

the
American religious

right, the
Catholic Church,

the
Russian

Orthodox Church, and
Russian

Oligarchs looking to support
a global Christian

movement
and

spread Russian
soft

power.18 Weyrich rapidly
became

a cheerlead

er for
Vladimir Putin,

as
did

others in his sphere of
influence.

William
Lind,

a close associate
of

Weyrich, argued that Russia was a natural

ally in
the

war between civilized Christianity and
barbarous

Muslims. “It
is

a war

of
Islam against everyone else. Russia is Christendom’s most

important
barrier

against Islam,”
he

told a
conference of

American
and

Russian policy makers
in

May 2001, four
months before the

9/11 attacks.19
Lind

thereafter pushed
for

a

“spiritual alliance”
as

well.
He

predicted that
the

U.S.
and

Russia “will
become

real partners and what was once Christendom will again be united.” He admitted

that Putin wasn’t
perfect, but

“I would
much

rather
be

dealing with a leader who

proclaims
that

Russia should
once

again
seek to be known

as
Holy

Russia
by

returning
to her

Christian
roots

than
some of the

ugly alternatives waiting in
the

wing.”20
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Weyrich,
and some

Republican allies like Congressman
Dana

Rohrabacher
(R

CA), embraced Russia’s democratic decline so long as it served to bolster Chris

tianity.
“Their

system may
not end up

looking
the

way we would prefer,” wrote

Weyrich
in

2004, “but
if
we

can count on
Russia as

an
ally, why should we fret?”21

American evangelical activist
Scott

Lively
spent

2006-2007 lecturing and
organiz

ing
in

Russia
and the

Baltic
states

against
LGBTQ

civil rights.
At the end of the

tour,
he concluded: “My purpose

in writing
this

article is
to contrast the

positive

developments in
the

former Soviet Union with
recent

anti-family developments

in
the

west and
to

offer a
better

way forward. Victory
is

still theoretically possible

for
the

pro-family movement in
the

west
if we are

willing
to

pay
the

price.”22

The implication
was

clear: it
was

better to abandon democracy and embrace

autocracy,
rather than to become something less than

conservatively Christian.

Though Weyrich
died

in 2008, his influence in
the modern GOP through the

Heritage
Foundation

and the
Christian

right
movement

cannot be
overstated.

Nor can his impact on
strengthening

the Christian
right’s willingness

to engage

in politics
and tear

down
democracy

in
order to

achieve Christian Nationalist

goals.

It did not help that Bush
implicitly

endorsed
Putin

in
2001

when he remarked:

“I looked
the man

in
the

eye. I
found him to be

very straightforward
and trust

worthy... I was able
to get

a
sense of

his soul.”23
This

was an
odd thing to

say,

given
that former Secretary of

State Madeleine Albright
had

described
Putin as

“small
and pale, so

cold as
to be

almost reptilian,”
after

their first meeting.24

Regardless, it gave right-wing Christian activists
what they

wanted: Bush’s
moral

approval as
they

sought closer
ties

with
Putin and his

oligarchs. Putin’s

Russia was
now

a
country to be emulated, not feared.

stamp of

The
Bush win

in
2004 did

not
translate

into the
policy legislation social

con

servatives
had hoped

for. Bush quickly
expended what

political capital
he had

in

his second
term on the

abortive
attempt to

partially privatize social security.
In

2005,
the

Food
and Drug

Administration (FDA) approved
the

“morning after”

pill, which
made it

possible
for

women
to

prevent
pregnancy

before
the

fertilized

egg attaches to the uterine wall. Religious conservatives saw this as making abor

tion easier and
done

in
the setting of

a woman’s
own

home,
beyond the

sphere
of

things they
could regulate.

(It is
worth noting

that
if a fertilized

egg
doesn’t attach

it is
neither

a pregnancy
nor an abortion.)25

Despite
this

panic,
the FMA once again

failed
to

achieve enough
support to

move forward
in either

side
of

Congress. Thus,
instead of

spending
their

own

capital
on

achievable policy
or

legislation, cultural
and

religious conservatives
in
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stead blew
it
on the

unwinnable, unpopular,
and

pointless fight
to

keep Terri

Schiavo alive. Schiavo had
been in

a persistent vegetative
state for 15

years (since

1990) with
no

meaningful brain activity,
and no

objective
doctor

saw a
hope of

recovery.
Her husband

wanted
to

remove life
support, stating

that she would
not

want
to

live
that

way. All attempts
at

rehabilitation
had

failed. Schiavo’s parents

sued to
prevent this.

The
religious right,

goaded on
by talk radio

hosts
like Rush Limbaugh

and

Sean
Hannity, worked their

base into
a lather with deceptively-edited videos

and

wild
(read: entirely

false) claims
by

Terri’s parents
that

she was responsive
and

could
be

rehabilitated. Republican leaders Tom DeLay (Speaker
of the House

as

of
January 2003)

and Senate
Majority Leader Bill Frist (R-TN) leaped

on what

their base was
demanding

and passed
emergency

legislation
to transfer

jurisdic

tion of the
case

to
federal courts.26 Ultimately,

these courts
declined

to
intervene,

and Schiavo was allowed to die in March 2005.

The autopsy showed that her brain had suffered
massive

damage,
atrophy,

and 70 percent of the neurons
were

dead. In short: the opinions of doctors

who stated that there
was

no
significant brain

function or hope of
recovery

were correct. Claims that she “sobbed in her mother’s arms” when the order

was
made to

remove
the

feeding
tubes

were
pure fabrication,

designed
to whip

up the base; the
damage

she had
sustained

rendered that
a
medical

impossibil

ity.27
These sorts of

outrageous, verifiably false, right-wing narratives
came to

dominate conservative
“news”

over
the next decade, as it

devolved
into

a
form

of
interactive agitprop.

This came to
a
head when

“Stop
the Steal”

narratives

pushed by
right-wing

outlets and
social media incited their

base into attempting

a violent
coup on

January 6, 2021.

Polling showed
that 80 percent of

Americans
supported

a
right to die

in

similar
cases,

and 60 percent supported
Schiavo’s

husband
over

her
parents.28

Another 70 percent deemed
Congress’

actions in the matter
inappropriate.

The

religious right was well aware
of these

numbers,
which fed into their growing

conviction
that in order to

save America
they must be

willing
to

destroy
democ

racy
and majority

rule to get their
way.

The religious right reacted in
a way

that
was a

preview of their
behavior

to

come under
Trump. Judge George Greer, who ordered the removal of the feed

ing tube,
received

numerous death
threats.

Senator
John

Cornyn (R-TX) opined

that judges making these sorts of decisions naturally lead people to “engage
in

violence.” James
Dobson

went
further, suggesting that Congress should simply

defund and bypass courts that
don’t

bend to the will of the religious
right. “All
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Un
they have to do is say the 9th Circuit

doesn’t
exist anymore, and

it’s gone.”29
derneath it all

was
the constant refrain:

Christians,
like you, are the real victims

in
society,

and democracy is the enemy of Christian
governance.

With its political capital spent, Tom DeLay
headed to

prison for
money

laun

dering, and
with

the
disastrous 2006 blue-wave mid-term election looming,

the

most meaningful
part of

Bush’s
second term settled into the

now-familiar fight

surrounding the
appointment

of
federal judges. Historically, filibustering judicial

nominations
had been

a rarity.
Bush,

however,
had

nominated
more than

a few

unqualified ideologues (such as
White

House
Counsel

Harriet Miers), and be

tween 2002 and 2006 Democrats filibustered several of these nominees. Seven

Democrats and seven moderate Republicans
(including

John McCain)
cut

a
deal

to let some of the nominees through. This earned McCain further enmity from

the
right as a traitor and collaborator.

Thus,
the one

thing
the Bush

administration
did

deliver
to the

religious right

was reliably conservative justices. While
Chief

Justice John Roberts may have

angered them
over

the years with
a few decisions (such

as Bostock
v.
Clayton

County,

Altitude Express v. Zarda,
and Harris

Funeral
Homes

v. E.E.O.C, which
protected

LGBTQ
employees

from
discrimination

under
Title

VII of the
Civil Rights

Act),

he had
generally

toed the
line, particularly

on tearing down
voting rights.

When

he
didn’t,

he
also generally left clear instructions

to the
religious right

on how to

come
back

and
win

the next time, as he did in
2020 when striking down

an
an

ti-abortion
law in Louisiana.30 Samuel Alito,

who
replaced

Sandra
Day O’Connor,

reliably provided scathing
opinions

in line
with

Scalia and
Thomas on

civil rights,

voting rights, labor unions, religious
freedom, and corporate

power.

The 2006 elections handed the House and Senate to Democrats. This was the

result
of

a backlash against an unpopular war and against an even
more unpopu

lar Congress.
The

religious right appeared
to be

adrift with
no

national leadership,

no agenda, and no
way

to
move policy

or
law forward. Popular opinion was shift

ing
in favor

of LGBTQ
rights,

and the
religious right

held
unpopular

positions on

most social issues. But—and
this

is
an

important—they
had

shifted
the Supreme

Court just
enough

to the
right

to
deliver

the
decisions

they needed in order to

begin subverting democracy in
their

favor.

Over the next decade, between 2006 and 2016, the Roberts’ Court would de

liver a series
of

devastating decisions
that

effectively hastened democratic decline

and opened the door to
autocracy.

The
2008 decision in Crawford v. Marion County

Election
Board

upheld voter
ID

laws
that

were
meant to

disenfranchise reliably

Democratic voting groups.31
In

2010’s Citizens United v. Federal
Election

Commission

(F.E.C.),
the court opened the door to

a flood
of

unlimited
and

virtually
unreg
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ulated
“dark”

corporate money
into elections.

In
2013’s

Shelby
County v.

Holder,

the
Roberts

Court
gutted

the
Voting Rights

Act
by stripping

its enforcement

provisions, which freed
the GOP to

gerrymander Democrats
out of

existence
in

any states where they
had a legislative majority.32

In
2018’s

Gill
v. Whitford, Roberts

ruled
that

no
matter

how
egregious

the
gerrymander is,

no matter how
thorough

ly most people
in

an entire
state are effectively disenfranchised,

gerrymanders

are constitutional because it is
not the Supreme

Court’s responsibility
to

prevent

political gerrymandering.33 Finally,
in

2018, federal
courts

lifted
the

injunction
on

the
Republican Party

from posting “poll
watchers,”33 which was originally

put in

place to prevent voter intimidation and challenges to ballots by minorities.34

To paraphrase
Adam

Serwer’s assessment
of the

Court’s role
in

creating
the

Jim Crow South: The
Roberts Court’s commitment

to democracy is
in

the
ab

stract—and
only in the

abstract—and is allowing a creeping despotism
to

take

root in
American soil. Which, as it

has become
increasingly clear,

is
exactly

what

the
Republican base wants.

They
came away from

the
Bush administration in far

better shape than they realized. They just needed time for the Roberts Court deci

sions to do their long-term damage.

Magic
Mushrooms in the Tea

“It is useless to
attempt

to
reason a man

out of
a
thing he was never reasoned

into.”

Jonathan Swift

The
2008 elections were, in military parlance, a “shit sandwich”

for conser

vatives within
the

GOP. While
former

Republican Governor
of

Arkansas Mike

Huckabee was a
perfectly

serviceable candidate
on

paper
for

white evangelicals

and the Christian right,
he

failed
to earn their support. He

was reliably anti-gay

and anti-abortion…but on the other hand, he had also raised taxes and embraced

environmental issues
and

anti-poverty measures
for

children.
He preferred

talking

about these
rather

than
railing against issues

that got the
white evangelical base

riled up.35
At the

time, people were perplexed
as to

why
the

Christian right didn’t

flock
to

him, given
the

paucity
of

choices,
and

since,
in those

days, Huckabee also

came
across

as
a mild-mannered, reasonable politician. Huckabee won primaries

in Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Louisiana, Tennessee, Kansas, and West Virginia,

but he
was

unable to expand
his appeal enough

to
win elsewhere.

The other leading
Republican

candidates all had huge
strikes against

them

from the
perspective

of the
religious right. McCain was a

centrist,
and willing

to
work with Democrats.

Mitt
Romney was

also
a centrist

Mormon and former

governor
of deep-blue

Massachusetts. Rudy
Giuliani

was a
former

mayor
of

New
York

City who
had previously

supported abortion and gay
rights,

mak
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ing him
a definitive “no.”

The Christian right
was

looking for someone
far

less

mild-mannered and reasonable.

Nor
were Barack

Obama or
Hilary Clinton going

to pull
in

white
evangelical

votes.
The decades of

agitprop aimed at Clinton
made her one of the most hated

politicians
in

America.
It

didn’t help
that she

lacked charisma
and

struggled
to

connect at an
individual level. Barack Obama, a

one-term
Senator from Illinois,

had
a combination

of
charisma and poise

unseen
since John Kennedy; howev

er,
he

was Black, and attended a church that
taught

Black liberation theology.

Obama’s church
blended Martin Luther

King, Jr. and Malcolm
X,

emphasizing

“a
theology

that sees
God as concerned

with
the poor and the

weak,”
and “of

ten
portrays Jesus as a brown-skinned revolutionary.”36 This, combined with the

“Goddamn America” sermon of his former
pastor, Jeremiah Wright, brought

racial
resentment

back
to the

surface
of American

politics.

After McCain secured the
Republican nomination

in the
2008 primaries, party

apparatchiks prevailed
upon him to

pick
former

Alaska Governor Sarah Palin

over centrist
Senator

Joe Lieberman,
who

was a Democrat-turned-independent.

Palin was everything
the base

loved
(and

everything
that

McCain
came to de

spise):
someone who

read little, spoke
in

slogans,
and

had
no coherent

policy

ideas
beyond

“drill baby, drill!” She was, however, well
suited

for whipping
the

base
into a froth.

She
was also desperately

out of her
league

on the
national stage,

and McCain came to regret
selecting her.37

But, she
was also a harbinger

of
can

didates
to

come.
Obama

realized that though Palin
hurt the

Republican ticket,

she represented
a
fundamental

shift in
the

party.
“The

power
of

Palin’s rallies

compared
with McCain’s rallies—just contrast

the
excitement

you
would see

in

the
Republican base. I

think this
hinted at

the degree to
which appeals

around

identity politics,
around

nativism, conspiracies, were gaining traction,”
he noted

in an interview.38

McCain ended up losing the general
election in a landslide. Republicans were

unpopular
due to the plunging economy and the

endless, bloody, unwinnable

war
in Iraq.

Obama’s
messages of “hope” and

“change” played well
in such

times,
and it

looked like
he

might actually deliver
on his bold promises

with a

democratically-controlled
House and

nearly filibuster-proof majority
in the Sen

ate.
Unfortunately,

despite the
popular

mandate, there
was never a

chance
that

Republicans would work
with

him.
They felt

that their
backs

were against
the

wall,
and that

this was war.
In

previous eras,
leaders of both parties

would
talk

about
a president

from the opposite
party

with phrases
like, “We

look
forward

to
working with

the
president,

and
we’ll

see if he brings us things
we

can
find

common ground
on.”

57



Brynn Tannehill

But not so
with

Obama. He
had pleaded

for
a unified nation just

prior to

the 2008 election: “There are no real
and

fake
parts of this

country. We are
not

separated
by the pro-America

and anti-America parts
of this

nation—we all love

this country,
no

matter
where

we live
or where

we
come

from.”39 In
response

to this plea,
Rush

Limbaugh
told

his
radio

audience,
“I

hope he
fails,”

four
days

after
Obama

was sworn
in, and

flogged
his

listeners
to

call
their

congressmen,

urging
them not to cooperate

in any way, shape,
or form

with
the new

president.40

Senate
Minority

Leader
Mitch

McConnell
(R-KY) declared that “the single

most

important
thing we want

to
achieve

is for
President Obama

to be
a
one-term

president.”41 According
to

Obama’s memoir,
when

Joe
Biden

went
to

discuss
the

merits
of

a bill
that

was
being

blocked in
the Senate,

Mitch
McConnell told Biden,

“You
must be under the

mistaken impression
that

I care.”
In the

end, Obama
re

garded McConnell
as “shameless”

in his
“dispassionate pursuit

of
power.”42

After the
2008

election, new
developments

happened at the
state level

that

had
grave consequences.

Project REDMAP
was a GOP plan

to
win back state

legislatures in 2010,
and to then use that

victory
to gerrymander

their way
into

permanent power.43
It

went
far better than they expected, and

several swing
or

blue
leaning states

(such as
Ohio, Wisconsin, and

North
Carolina)

became
Re

publican bastions. This paved the way for continuing Republican electoral advan

tages
at

the
state

and
federal levels.

Chapter
8 delves

more
deeply into

REDMAP

and its enduring consequences.

Legislative achievements during
the Obama Administration

were non-existent

after
the

2010 electoral wipeout
for

Democrats. His signature achievements were

frequently unpopular
or

insufficient.
The Affordable

Care
Act

(ACA),
dubbed

“Obamacare” by
the

right, was a
step in the

right direction towards reducing
the

number of uninsured
people

in the
U.S. However, health care remained

expen

sive
and out of

reach
to

many, while Republicans
fought tooth

and nail
against

providing it
to all

Americans.
They

rallied
the

base against universal health care,

using
fantastical claims

that the
ACA would result

in death
panels, socialism,

and

the destruction of the American
health

care
system.44

The
American Recovery and Reinvestment

Act of
2009 stimulus bill,

though

helpful, was woefully insufficient.
The

bailout
of the

auto industry saved
General

Motors and
Chrysler,

but less
than half

of the
population approved

of it
initially,

taking a “let them die” attitude towards American automakers they believed were

producing
inferior

vehicles.45
Most of the

Dodd-Frank Wall
Street

Reform
and

Consumer Protection
Act of

2010, which was intended
to

prevent a repeat
of the

events that led to the Great Recession of 2008, was torn down by conservative

courts
and

the
Trump administration within a decade.46
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President
Obama’s

sole
foray

into the
culture wars

during his
first

term
was

repealing “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell.”
He

did
this during the

congressional lame

duck
session

of
2010, allowing lesbians

and
gays

to
serve openly.

This drew
howls

from the
religious right and

only
strengthened

their
belief

that he
would

destroy

the American
military

and the
Christian way

of
life

by
allowing

LGBTQ people

to
exist

openly
in

the
military.47

Ending
DADT was

supported
by

the
majority

of

the
public this time,

and further
reinforced

the
religious right’s belief

that they

could
not

win
the culture

war
through

normal democratic means.

The TEA
(Taxed

Enough Already)
Party

emerged
very

shortly
after

Obama

was inaugurated. Ostensibly a grassroots organization focused
on

fiscal responsi

bility, it was actually launched with funding from
the

billionaire Koch brothers.48

The
Koch’s “Americans

for
Prosperity” organization primarily

pushed for
liber

tarian economic policy (e.g.
anti-union,

low taxes
on the

rich, etc.)
and

decried

Keynesian
spending during the

Great Recession.
The

first Tea Party
protest oc

curred on
February 27, 2009 against

the Bush-era
Troubled

Asset
Relief

Program

(TARP)
to bail out banks and the related Obama stimulus bill.

Fox
News

played a critical role
in

launching
the

Tea Party.
It urged

viewers
to

attend
their rallies

and
provided coverage

of them. At the
same

time,
Fox adver

tised that
their

celebrity talking-head hosts, like
Sean

Hannity, would
be

attending

the
rallies as well.

This incestuous
relationship

of generating the news
and being

the
news

at the
same

time
likely convinced fence-sitters that

the
Tea Party move

ment
would

probably
succeed.49

Fiscal issues alone would have been insufficient to sustain a movement. What

the
Kochs, GOP, and Fox created was

something
even

more
powerful: a Fran

kenstein’s
Monster

spawned in a
think-tank

laboratory
from parts they found

lying around.
It got loose

and
then ran

amok.
The rampage

was fueled
by its own

bottomless
well

of
rage, paranoia, and grievance, and continually

fed more by
Fox

and
talk radio.

The
decentralized Tea Party initially

had
little formal organization

or
leadership.

They
organized via

the new tools of
social

media
and were

able to

rally quickly
and

organically.

The
Tea Party

as
a movement was increasingly

dominated by
white evangeli

cals. A 2010 polling
found

that 57
percent of

Tea Partiers considered themselves

part of the
Christian Conservative movement.

They
weren’t libertarian: 63

per

cent wanted abortion outlawed and
only

18
percent supported

legalizing
same

sex
marriage. Eighty-three

percent reported
voting Republican.50

(If
this number

sounds
familiar, 81

percent of
white evangelicals voted

for
Trump.) Polling

data

eventually showed
the

Tea Party moving further
to the

right
and

homogenizing.

A 2012
poll

showed
that 89 percent of

self-identified Tea Partiers were white
and
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overwhelmingly male
and

middle-aged.51
It
was also geographically

concentrated

in
the South:

while only 31
percent of

Americans live
in the

“old south,”
56 per

cent of
Tea Party

supporters
live there.52

The
Tea Party was

not
about was economic insecurity.

The
Public Religion

Research Institute (PRRI)
found

that working-class whites were
no more

likely
to

support the
Tea Party than college-educated whites.53 Tea Partiers also

had
higher

incomes than
the

general population.54 They
had

bought
into

conservative dogma

about taxes
as

well. Sixty-two
percent of

Americans supported raising taxes
on

those
making

more than
a million dollars

per
year, while only 33

percent of
Tea

Partiers did, despite skyrocketing wealth inequality and
the

massive bailouts for

banks
that they

were protesting against
in the

first place.55 Instead, Tea Partiers

latched
onto

a racially-tinged fringe
theory

that blamed
the

housing market
col

lapse
on

loan
programs

for minorities, rather than
on the

actual cause: unregulat

ed
trading

of
sub-prime mortgage commodities.56 Which

then
begs

the
question:

what was really
at the

heart
of the

Tea Party movement, if
not economic

insecu

rity?
As

with
most

socially conservative movements over
the

past 150 years,
the

answer is predictable: race and religion.

Two-thirds
of

Tea Partiers
agreed

with
the statement:

“The government has

paid
too much attention to the problems of

blacks
and other

minorities.”57 Seven

ty-three percent
agreed with

the statement:
“Today discrimination against

whites

has become as
big a problem as discrimination against blacks

and other
minori

ties.”58 Social scientists who studied
this found

a much stronger quantitative
cor

relation between racial resentment attitudes
and

Tea Party affiliation,
than

with

economic stress, which was very weakly correlated at best.59 Tea Partiers also were

the
staunchest

opponents of immigration and the Deferred Action for Child

hood
Arrivals policy (DACA).60

A retrospective study
of

2006 survey
data

found
that the strongest

predictor

of
who would

join the
Tea Party was

the
Christian Nationalist belief that religion

should play a
central

role
in

politics.61 Survey
data

from 2012 also
found that

most Tea Partiers believe
the

U.S.
is

a Christian nation, in
the

sense that
they do

not
believe in

the
separation

of
church

and
state.62 Unsurprisingly, in 2011 Pew

Research
found that

white evangelicals were
the

demographic most likely
to sup

port the
Tea Party.63

Tea Party rallies have included signs covered with racist slogans such as ‘‘A

Village
in
Kenya

Is
Missing

Its
Idiot:

Deport
Obama!’’

‘‘Congress
= Slave Owner;

Taxpayer = N**gar, [sic]’’ and ‘‘Imam Obama Wants to Ban Pork: Don’t Let Him

Steal Your Meat.’’64 With all
the

demographic data pointing towards
the

conclusion

that the
Tea Party’s

core
were

the
descendants

of the
very people who fought

for
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slavery and against desegregation, and
that

racial animus was still their driving
mo

tivator, it
is
hard

to
reach

any
conclusion

but
that their seething hatred

of
Obama

was
born not out of

his policies,
but

rather from his
race

and from what
he repre

sented in
the

White House. To Tea Partiers,
he

was
the

ultimate sign
that they

had

lost
the culture

wars
and

that progressives, minorities, and
people

who believed

in secular government had won. This may also have
been

part
of the

reason why

many Tea Partiers also fell down
the

conspiracy hole
and

never
emerged.

The Obama
administration marked a

point
when disinformation became

cen

tral
to the

social conservative movement. Polling
during the Obama

adminis

tration showed
that 54 percent of

Republicans believed
Obama

was secretly a

Muslim.65
Another

45
percent

believed
that he

was
born

outside
the

U.S.66
By

the 2016 election,
these

conspiracy-based
theories

were endemic
among

Trump

supporters. Two-thirds
of

Trump supporters believed
Obama

was a Muslim
and

only 13
percent

believed
he

was a Christian (which
he

is).67
In other

words, belief

in
anti-Obama conspiracy

theories increased throughout his
two

terms in
office.

To
them, it

didn’t
matter that

mainstream Republicans like McCain
and

Rom

ney denounced this
kind

of conspiracy
thinking.

It
didn’t matter that

Obama

attended
church

or quoted
scripture

in
his speeches.

It
didn’t even register

that

there was a contradiction in attacking him for going to a Christian church that

preached Black liberation while
at the same

time calling
him

a closeted Muslim.

Over time,
the

conspiracy
theories grew more

and
more

bizarre.
“Obama

is

gay.” “Michelle Obama was
born

male and
is

actually a
transgender

woman.”

“Sasha
and

Malia aren’t really Barack
and

Michelle’s biological children;
they

were

secretly kidnapped from a family
that

is
now

looking for them.”68Tea Partiers
and

the
Republican base were

going to
believe whatever

felt
“right”

to them. At the

same time, Fox
News

figures like Glenn
Beck and Sean

Hannity
peddled an end

less series
of

increasingly outlandish ideas
and

gave
airtime to

their
proponents

like Donald Trump.69

Unlike
the

John Birch Society,
the

Tea Party was grudgingly allowed inside

the GOP tent
as their power grew.

They
rapidly gained veto power within

the

GOP
over any efforts

by
mainstream Republicans

in the
House

and Senate. At

its peak,
the

House Tea Party
Caucus

had
60

members,
and made

it impossible

for House
Republicans

to
move legislation

without their
assent.

Although the

Tea Party
Caucus

faded
out

as
an institution,

it
had

effectively won
the

war for

power within
the GOP and

paved
the

way
for

Trump.70
It had

driven
the GOP

to the
right and forced

out
moderates.71

It
also

produced
a cadre

of
individuals

that would
become the core of the

Trump Administration, including his Chiefs

of
Staff Mick Mulvaney

and
Mark Meadows.
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The
Tea Party was a

product of the new school of
politics:

no
compromise,

not
ever, and

that
now included rejecting insufficiently conservative Republicans.

They
were largely responsible

for the
lengthy government

shut
down

in
2013.72

They
also claimed

the
scalps

of three
House Majority Leaders in less

than
a
de

cade: Eric Cantor
(R-VA) was unseated in a Republican primary,

and
John

Boeh

ner and
Paul Ryan

both
quit in disgust over

the
prospect

of continuing to try to

wrangle a
mob

incapable
of

either compromise
or

rational
thought. As

political

scientists Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt observed in their book, How Democ

racies
Die:

“Top Republican figures--including
the one who

would
soon be presi

dent--had overtly
abandoned norms of

mutual toleration, goaded
on by

a fringe

that was
no longer fringe.”73

Ironically, white evangelicals had finally achieved
the control

over
the

Repub

lican Party
they sought

after
they had lost

cohesion
as

a political entity
and their

primary
lobbying groups

were
at their

lowest point since
the

1970’s.
It
was

only

when they became
a
force of pure

inchoate
rage

in politics, unfettered
by

any
sort

of
leadership, message

or coherent
policy,

that they
gained

the
level

of control

over
the GOP

that
they had

sought
for

decades.

It
wasn’t

clear
at

the time, but
it is now:

by
2014,

the
Republican Party had

effectively
become

a more-or-less willing
hostage to

a movement
fueled by

racial

animus, grievance,
and conspiracy

theories.
It had no

use
for

politics
or

democrat

ic
norms,

and no interest
in maintaining a functional

or
democratic government.

This
group’s

goal
was

to
win at all

costs and to
“Make

America
Great Again”

by forcing the country to
all live

under
their minority rule, while preventing

any

democratic or electoral means to contest it.

2016 Election

“We’ve
had

vicious kings
and

we’ve had idiot kings, but l don’t
know

if we’ve
ever

been cursed with a vicious idiot for a king.”

Tyrion Lannister

After Mitt
Romney lost

in
2012

to
Barack Obama,

the GOP attempted an

“autopsy,” which broadly concluded that if
the GOP

was
going to

stay relevant

in the long run, they would need to do better with women and minorities.74 “We

need to
campaign

among
Hispanic, black, Asian,

and
gay Americans and demon

strate
we care

about them,
too,” concluded

the report.
Louisiana Governor

Bob

by Jindal
was blunt

in
his assessment in a 2013

speech to the
Republican National

Committee:
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“We
must stop being the stupid

party. It’s
time for

a
new

Re

publican
party that

talks like adults… We had a number of Re

publicans
damage the

brand
this year

with offensive
and bizarre

comments…
We must

stop
insulting

the
intelligence

of
vot

ers…
We

must
quit “big.” We

are not the party of big
business,

big banks, big Wall
Street

bailouts,
big corporate

loopholes,
or

big anything. We
must not be the party that

simply
protects the

well
off so they can

keep
their

toys…”75

Jindal’s
speech was hailed at the time as

“bold,” “dynamite,”
and

“visionary,”

and Senator Lindsey Graham
(R-SC)

agreed at the time, warning,
“We’re

not

generating enough angry white guys to
stay

in business in the
long term.”76

He

wasn’t wrong.
White protestants

hadn’t
been

a majority
in the

U.S.
since 1993.

In 2008, white Christians
were

54 percent of the population, and dropped to

42 percent by 2018.77
Unfortunately,

it bore no resemblance to the
GOP’s

actual

response. They continued to embrace “trickle down” economic theory and cul

ture
war

fringe
elements.

This rejection of change ultimately brought Donald
J.

Trump
into

power.
Stuart

Stevens, a
campaign advisor to

five Republican
pres

idential candidates, described the mood of the GOP establishment when the

party embraced
Trump

and abandoned the conclusions of the 2012 autopsy:

“Then
we

got to Donald
Trump,

and we just threw it all out the window kind

of
like

an audible sigh of relief, like thank God,
we don’t have

to pretend we

actually care about this stuff.
We

can still just win with white
people.”78

By 2018,

Jindal had
also

wholeheartedly embraced the
“stupid,”

as had any remaining

leadership within the
Republican Party.79

To Trump’s base, “we don’t have
to pretend”

meant
something

slightly differ

ent.
Whereas Republican leadership

had been
pretending

to care
about minorities

and poor
people,

the
base

no longer
felt

they
had

to
hide

how
hostile

they
were

to
minority groups. Trump was promising

to
reverse progress,

end
“political

cor

rectness,”
and let

“his” people’s antipathy towards an inclusive
and

pluralistic

society become the
permanent dominant

force in America. Hannah Arendt,
a

Jewish woman
who

escaped Nazi
Germany before the

war
and became

a
prom

inent
scholar

on
fascism,

described this phenomenon
decades

ago:
part

of the

allure of fascism is its invitation
to

“throw
off the mask of

hypocrisy.”80

Donald Trump
had

played
around

with
the idea of running for

president
for

decades.
He openly pondered it in

1988, 2000, and 2012, while changing
his

party

registration five times.81
He

had a long
and

nasty
reputation,

including taking
out

full page ads in 1989 accusing five innocent Black teens in New York of crimes,

and
demanding their arrest and execution.82

He had
a
history of

stiffing his
con
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tractors
and then forcing them to

take pennies
on the

dollar in
court.83 There

were decades
of

shady
deals

with Russian
mobsters

and Putin-aligned oligarchs.84

His infidelity was
both legendary and part of

his
branding

as a rich playboy with

models for wives.85

Trump was
an odd choice to

lead a populist movement
rooted in the Amer

ican South as a billionaire from Manhattan. He had never spent a day
in

his life

without wealth
and

privilege.
But

this is part
of what

attracted
his

base:
They

were

the
same audience as people watching Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous in

the
1980’s.

He

was what
poor

people believed
the

rich, famous, and successful look like, even if

it was all a sham built on a house of cards.

Nor has
Trump ever

been pious in
a conventional sense.

He rarely
if ever set

foot
inside a church,

mispronounced Second
Corinthians

as
“Two Corinthians,”

and
didn’t believe

that he
had anything

he needed to
ask

God
forgiveness for.86

His “successful billionaire”
persona

was in
great

part
an

artifact
of

playing
one

on
his reality

TV
show, The Apprentice,

and not from his
six bankruptcies between

1990 and 2009.87 Trump was
part

mafia
Don, part

Borscht-belt
insult

comic, part

P.T. Barnum,
and part

Archie Bunker.
He

was a carnival barker inviting everyone

to come see the show—and he was the show.

He
followed

the
proverb (attributed

to Barnum) that
there’s

no
such thing as

bad
publicity. His outlandishness,

and
his schtick,

helped him
gain nearly 2 billion

dollars worth
of

free media coverage during
the

2016 election.
He

essentially

found
an exploit made possible

by
his wealth and

reputation to
break

the
game.88

Thus,
he

was hardly
the

candidate
most people

would
expect to appeal to white

evangelicals, Christian nationalists
and the

religious right. However, Trump
made

the most direct and
effective

appeal to the
actual

desires of the GOP
base

that

any
politician had ever made, in a language

and tone they trusted, through
talk

radio
and

Fox
News

commentators. Holocaust historian Christopher Browning

summarized
what

made Trump
so good at

appealing
to the

Christian nationalist

base:

“Donald Trump has a political instinct for how
to

arouse grievance

and resentment. Trump also knows how
to

frame issues in terms

of
making oneself into a victim. Trump may not know much of

anything about
the

specifics
of

public policy
or

the issues, but
he

certainly does have an uncanny instinct for the jugular.” 89

During the Obama administration, Trump
had been one of the biggest pro

moters of the
claims

that the
president

had been born in
Kenya. Sean Hannity

and
Fox

News spent the better part of
a
decade

giving
him plenty of

space
to
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run
with those claims

on the
air.90 Trump even went

so far
as

to
claim that

he

had hired
private investigators in Hawaii, whom

he
said could find

no
evidence

Obama
was

born
there. Never

mind the
fact

that the
White House provided

copies
of

Obama’s original long-form Hawaiian birth certificate.91 Or that a birth

announcement for him had been published in the Honolulu Advertiser on Au
gust

13th, 1961.
It

was a show,
and

everyone was invited
to

gawp and
suspend

their disbelief.

This
was

the
“jugular”

to
which

Browning
refers. Trump was willing

to em

brace narratives, ideas, convictions, biases, conspiracies,
and

impulses
that are

part of the
GOP base’s belief

system, but
which “normal” Republican politicians

cringed
away

from
supporting.

He
was willing

to
say

out
loud

what the
now

whackadoodle-centric base was thinking
and

confirm their biases in that

felt gratifying.
Indeed,

research
suggests

that people
get

a hit
of

dopamine
(the

pleasure
inducing neurotransmitter

released when
people use drugs

like cocaine)

when they
hear

information that
confirms

their
biases.92

a way

When
Trump said

of
Mexicans, “They’re

bringing
drugs. They’re bringing

crime.
They’re rapists.

And some,
I
assume,

are
good

people,”
the

right-wing

Republican
base got

a
thrill

hearing a
politician

saying what
they already

believed

but
had—until now—felt

uncomfortable
expressing.93

When
Trump

described

“thugs
who are so

happily
and openly destroying

Baltimore,” evoking images
of

criminal
Black

men, he
was throwing kilos

of
Bolivian marching powder

to the

crowd.
When

Trump
said he

would
enact

“a
total shutdown of Muslims entering

the United States,”
his base

was hearing
what they

had wanted
for

fifteen years,

but no other
politician would even

hint at
giving

them.
Thus,

for the
Tea Party

base
of the

GOP,
supporting Donald

Trump was like
chasing the

dragon.94
Mel

anie
Austin, a Pennsylvania voter

who
believes

Obama
is a gay

Kenyan Muslim

and that
Michelle

Obama is transgender, summarized why she
loves Trump:

“Finally!
Someone

who thinks like me.”95

Trump was willing
to

wallow in meaningless culture war fights, too.
He pro

tested against
the

lack
of

“Merry Christmas” and objected
to

Starbucks’
non-de-

nominational
coffee cup

decorations.96 He
hated who the

religious right
hated,

mocking
and

ridiculing enemies
both

real
and

imagined, and threatening
to arrest

political enemies
they both

despised. Evangelicals saw someone who was finally

going to do something,
who saw

the
world

the
way

they
did.

They
saw him as

someone
who wasn’t going

to try to
make

the GOP
a bigger

tent. Someone
who

wasn’t “politically correct.” He was
going to

make
the GOP

look like
the

Tea

Party: old,
white,

southern, Christian Nationalist, racist, aggrieved, vengeful,
and

bent on
obtaining power regardless

of its
cost

to
democracy.
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Trump was speaking
to

this
group

in a way that
no other

politician had
done

before—in their own language. There was
no

nuance.
No nod

to a “diverse Ameri

ca” that was unrecognizable
to

them. Instead,
he

provided unvarnished promises to

wreak unholy vengeance
on the

elites and minorities that had usurped their white

Christian nationalist place in
the

social order. For white evangelical Christians who

believe that no
one is

discriminated against in America
more

than them, the
prom

ise
to torture

Muslim prisoners at Guantanamo Bay was music to their ears.
They

wanted police
to

crack down
on

Black Lives Matter. They wanted someone
to hunt

down and deport every undocumented immigrant in
the

U.S., including
the

dream

ers brought
here

as children.

They
wanted Trump

to hurt the
people

they
believed deserve

it.97
“Make lib

erals
cry again” became the battle hymn of the

Republican Party
under

Trump: a

raw expression
of dominance and sadism.98

Filmmaker Michael
Moore predict

ed
Trump would

win in October
2016,

based on
white voters sending a

message

to those they
saw

as
elites: “Trump’s election

is going to be the biggest
‘fuck you’

ever
recorded in human

history—and
it

will
feel

good.”99

Trump’s Republican
opponents

at first tried
to

ignore
him, hoping

that
his

ap

palling outrageousness would sink his campaign.
It

didn’t, because
his

racist,
xe

nophobic, outrageous
statements

were a feature,
not

a bug.
When

his
opponents

tried calling him
out as the

ignorant
buffoon

that
he

was,
he responded

with
the

kind
of

insults
one expects of

a 7th
grade

bully, which
his supporters

loved.
Fi

nally comprehending Trump’s dynamic,
his opponents tried to stoop to

his level;

but their
own

taunts
sounded forced

and scripted,
as

if
it physically

hurt them to

have to think like a 13-year-old.

White evangelicals
turned out

and voted
for

Donald Trump as much,
or more,

than
they

did
for the most

religiously conservative Republican
in the

primary
race:

Senator
Ted

Cruz
(R-TX). While

the
most fervent and

frequently
church-going

tended to
swing

for Cruz
initially, Donald Trump

managed to be more
“every

thing”
than

him.100
More

anti-Muslim.
More

anti-immigrant.
More

racist.
More

misogynistic. Trump basically
tore up the

2013 election
post-mortem report and

proved
that

you
can

still win with
mostly angry white

guys. He
became

part
of

their religious identity.
By the end of

his Presidency,
there

was a
strong

positive

correlation between
how often

self-identified born-again Christians
go to church,

and how
likely

they
were

to
vote

for
Trump.

Once
Trump

had captured most of the
evangelical leaders’ base,

he courted

these leaders themselves almost as
an

afterthought.
Some

were wary, given
that

Trump
had

previously supported
LGBTQ

people and
abortion

rights. Evangeli

cal
king-maker James Dobson declared, “I would never vote

for
a kingpin within
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that
enterprise…

I don’t really believe Trump
is
a conservative.”101

This hesitancy

didn’t last long. First, Trump
promised to only

appoint
Supreme Court

justices

who would ban abortion.102 Then he went before an audience of about a thou

sand evangelical leaders
and

promised
them what they

had always wanted
most:

to
revoke

the IRS
rules

barring
tax-exempt churches

from
directly supporting

political campaigns.103

This was apparently
enough for

James Dobson,
who

did a 180 and declared

that Trump was a born-again, saved, Christian man.104 Dozens of other leading

evangelical
hold-outs who had

previously lambasted Trump switched
to

singing

his
praises

and
leading

the charge
for Team Trump.105 Others,

such as
Tony Per

kins
of the

anti-LGBTQ Family Research Council,106 were
brought on

board as

advisors. Perkins
ended up

writing
most of the

social policy in
the

ultra-conser

vative 2016 (and
by default

2020) Republican platforms.107

It’s unclear
whether

religious-right leaders
had

much choice
in

embracing

Trump, given that
their

base
had

already aligned
behind him.

Leaders like
South

ern
Baptist Convention President Russell

Moore, who
never

came
around

on

Trump, were sidelined
or forced out.108 Though

Trump
had

their base locked up,

picking Mike Pence
as

vice president was an additional promise
that

evangelical

concerns
would

not
fall

by the
wayside

during
his administration.

Trump,
for

his
part,

reveled
in the

fawning
and

adoration.
He

is areligious.
He

doesn’t really
care about the

issues important
to the

religious right. Transactional

(“I
do for

you, you
do for

me”) relationships are the only kinds he understands.

According
to

Trump’s
former

lawyer
and

“fixer” Michael
Cohen,

after evangeli

cal
leaders

met
with him

at
Trump Tower and laid

their hands on
him

in
prayer,

Trump asked him, “Can you believe
that

bullshit?109
Can you

believe
people be

lieve
that

bullshit?”
This

revelation did nothing
to reduce

evangelical enthusiasm

for his second term, however.

All of
this explains why white Christian nationalists voted overwhelmingly

for
Trump. Eighty-one

percent of
white evangelicals voted for him. Sixty-four

percent of white
Catholics

and
fifty-seven

percent of white
mainline

Protestants

voted
for him as

well.
The only white

religious demographic that
did not

vote for

Trump was those
who do not identify

with
any

religion, 62
percent of

whom vot

ed for
Clinton.110

This is
in

part
why even

most
“moderate” Republicans quickly

fell
in

line with Trump. Trump’s approval rating
with

Republican voters remained

in
the high

80's
to

low 90's
throughout

his presidency, seemingly invulnerable

to
everything

he
did.111 Very

few
Republicans in office were willing

to
repudiate

Trump’s outrages, and
those

who
did

usually left office afterwards.
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Negative polarization
has made

voting for a
Democrat

unimaginable
to the

vast majority
of

Republicans.
No

matter what Trump does,
they

still imagine
it

would
be

worse if a Democrat was
in

office. Many knew Donald Trump is a
terri

ble
person

and
completely

unqualified,
but

believed Hillary Clinton
and

Joe
Biden

would enact even
more

disastrous policies. This antipathy towards
the other

party

and
its

members
is
known

as “affective”
or

“negative” polarization,
and

it has

come to be
a
dominant

force
in

American electoral politics.112
Some

Trump vot

ers
were even convinced that

Democrats
would take their

guns and put them in

labor camps,
where they

would
die of

malnutrition,
eating

boiled lawn clippings

and
crickets like

North
Korean villagers

in
a famine.

Thus,
by

this delusional standard Trump looked
good to many

otherwise
mod

erate
Republicans. GOP voters knew that Trump was

completely
unfit

for the

job, but they could always imagine a worse outcome under a Democrat, thanks to

the propaganda
continuously

churned out
by Fox

News and other
sources

of con

servative disinformation.
The

data backs
up these

anecdotal observations: studies

show that both
Democratic

and
Republican voters believe

the
opposition

is
evil,

likely
to

commit violence,
and are

influenced by malignant forces.113
It

also shows

that
ethnic

antagonism
is

closely related
to

a Republican lack
of commitment to

democracy, just
as

it was 120
years ago in the Old South.114

This
is how the

Republican mainstream, already aligning
behind

Trump, sold

the idea of
President Trump

to
otherwise

(reluctant)
traditional Dwight Eisen

hower
and

McCain Republicans.
In the

surprisingly successful essay,
“The

Flight

93
Election,” an

anonymous author
tried

to
make

the
case

that
Trump is

cer

tainly a narcissistic, erratic, unreliable, authoritarian-leaning potential disaster…

but
Hillary Clinton was guaranteed

to be
worse.

It
implicitly acknowledged

that

social conservatives
had lost the

culture war and winning
in

2016 was their last

chance to try to hold back the tide.
They

foresaw
permanent

victory
for the left

if they
did

not
win. Underpinning this acknowledgment was another: we

must be

willing
to break our

country,
and

democracy,
to

save
the

United
States for God,

Christianity
and “our”

white
European

heritage.
It

justifies electing
an

incompe

tent
authoritarian

and
destroying

our
democracy,

because
we’re saving America

for the “real” Americans.”115
And if

Hillary Clinton won? “Our back
up

strategy

is to
fuck

her up
so badly that

she
can’t govern,” responded Trump strategist

and

former Breitbart editor Steve Bannon.116

These
sorts of responses are

indicative
of the extreme

political polarization

in the U.S., which continued even after
the election.

Republicans
no

longer
see

Democrats
as the

loyal opposition:
they are

instead a
catastrophic

evil
to be de

feated.
This framing is

entirely
intentional,

encouraged by GOP
leaders, Trump,
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right-wing religious leaders, and
the

conservative media
ecosystem. The data

also

shows
that this

polarization is
asymmetric:

Republicans had drifted
much farther

to the
right than Democrats

had to the
left.117

The
result

is the GOP
becoming

the most
powerful far-right

party in the Western world.118

Republican leaders, who knew exactly how inept
and corrupt the

Trump
Ad

ministration was, were willing
to go

along with
it because they had

completely

subscribed
to the

“war
for

power” interpretation
of

politics. All
that mattered

was power,
and

doing
anything to

contradict Trump hindered
the

political
control

that
they sought. Stuart

Stevens
concurred:

“[Trump] realized that
this is

a
group

of
weak people who don’t really believe

in
anything, except winning, except

pow

er.
And if

I can give
them

power,
they

will allow
me to be

whatever I want
to

be.

And
I think

he
was right.”

These
same Republicans

had
seen

the death threats

and
intimidation

of
judges

and
politicians who

crossed the GOP
base, and

they

simply didn’t have
the

stomach
for that

sort
of

fight.119
The fact that

this base
had

already claimed
the

scalps
of

Eric
Cantor

and John
Boehner

did
not

help, either.

The insurrection after the 2020 election confirmed that their fears of their own

base
were

entirely
justified. Republican leaders learned

they
could potentially

be

killed
if they

did
not

back Trump
to the

bitter
end.

Populism, either left
or

right,
can be

damaging
to democracy

even
under the

best of
circumstances.

When one
party, led

by
a single powerful leader

who
uses

demagoguery and
racial antipathy as

rhetorical
fertilizer, seizes permanent

con

trol of the party
and

the
country,

this
is authoritarianism.

When
a right-wing

populist and his movement seize
permanent control of

a
country based on

racial

and
ethnic grievances, this

is the
basis

for
fascism.

If
Trump hadn’t

come
along

and

taken advantage
of this

environment
of

grievance and desperation, eventually

someone
else would have. Republicans were a

party hungry
for power

at
any

cost,

in
possession

of
a reality-challenged angry

base
that felt

they
were losing power,

and
a right-wing media echo chamber

eager to
stoke

the
fires. President

Obama

was
correct:

Trump was a
symptom of

much
larger

problems.
He

just
happened

to be the
first right-wing populist

to exploit the
situation fully,

and
with

the
inten

tion of
never losing

an
election

again.

What has
been described so

far
in this book

is a
brief synopsis of the long road

that led
the

world’s oldest republic
to the brink of destruction, and the

attempted

establishment
of

an autocracy supported by a fascist movement.
The

rest
of

this

book
looks

at the
contributing factors and key

enablers that led
America

to the

only
moment in

its history
where such

a
descent

into autocracy was possible.

Chapters 4 and 5
examine the

media
and

its evolutionary
role in

stoking
pop

ulist appetite
for

authoritarianism
and

destroying faith in expertise
and

science.
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Chapter
6 discusses

the
beliefs and psychology

of the
Christian nationalist move

ment.
Chapter 7 focuses

on how the
democracy-destroying

effects of
runaway

wealth inequality have fanned
the

flames
of

ideological entrenchment and animos

ity
towards minorities in

the
Republican base.

Chapter
8
describes

how
the GOP

is
rigging

elections to
establish

permanent
minority rule,

and
how

the
U.S.

Consti

tution
itself aids

them in their
effort.

The
following

chapter examines the charac

teristics
of

fascism,
how

it applies
to the current

political situation
in the

U.S.,
and

the
dangers

such
movements pose. Chapter

10
explores

how other
democracies

in the post-Cold
War world have failed

and how America is
vulnerable

to the

same factors. It concludes with a look at the 2020 election and what it means for

the nation,
and makes some

suggestions of what needs to be done going
forward

to
stop

the further descent
into fascism and re-gain

control
over

our
democracy.
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Four

Dazed and Confused

“In an
ever-changing,

incomprehensible world the masses
had reached

the
point

where
they

would,
at the

same time, believe everything and nothing, think that
every

thing was
possible

and that nothing was true.”

Hannah Arendt

I
twithoutwould

be
impossible

to
examine

how democracy
discussion of the media’s role in

in
the debacle.America melted

down

Over time, an entirea

right-wing media
ecosystem

has developed specifically
to

ensure that its followers

believe
the absolute

worst
of the

opposition and
refuse to

listen
to

information

originating outside
that system. It

particularly demonizes
experts

and academics.

The
result is a toxic right-wing

media monoculture
that

has
blotted

out
daylight

and
prevented any ideas originating outside

the
monoculture

from
ever taking

root.

Senator
Daniel

Patrick
Moynihan (D-NY)

observed in 1983
that,

“Everyone

is entitled to
his own opinion,

but not
his own facts.” This remark, which was

self-evident in a previous
age, now seems

quaintly naive.
In

this brave
new

world

of Fox News, One America News (OAN),
Breitbart,

and social media, everyone has

a right
to

their own facts.
There is no longer

a single reality
shared among people

of
different parties;

rather,
everyone has

their own
set

of
“facts” that confirm a

predetermined ideological
conclusion. In such an

environment,
consensus and

rational
discourse becomes

impossible. Decisions
are made

via
brute force by

the most
powerful people

in the room, rather
than

through
knowledge,

study

and reason. It promotes the
ends-justify-the-means approach

to
politics

that
has

become the
hallmark

of the
Republican Party over

the past three
decades.

This divergence
is mostly

one-sided.
The

right wing
has

drifted
much farther

away
from

reality
than the

progressive left,
or the

center. Conservatives are now

significantly
less capable of

telling
fact from

fiction.1
As long as the

fiction
sup
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ports their preconceived
notions and comes from

within
their

media ecosystem,

it
rapidly

becomes gospel
and tribal knowledge.

As
a

result, up to
56

percent of

Republicans believed
in

bonkers conspiracy theories:
that

globalists,
Democratic

elites, and Tom Hanks steal children, sell them as sex slaves, and drink their blood

for
a magic substance

they call
“adrenochrome.”2

The
result is highly lethal

to
a democratic society.

Experts are only
listened

to

if they
follow

the party
line and

parrot
things

that the base
thinks

they
already

know.
The

politics
of us

vs.
them has become the norm.

Fewer and fewer
people

can
discern

the truth,
and

many
simply give

up
in exhaustion.

Access to
power

increasingly
requires

accepting lies. Even when
hundreds of thousands of people

die as a
result of the

lies, it changes nothing; Republican leaders either believe

the
lies,

or go
along with

the status quo to
preserve

their careers and chances of

upward mobility. Even
media

outlets that have
not been

“captured”
feel

obligated

to present both
sides

in
situations

where truth has
only

one
face.

The
irony

is that
a free, uninhibited

media
market could

end up
producing

a
result

that
is

nearly indistinguishable
from the

Soviet
system that

gave
us the

mishandling
of the Chernobyl

nuclear disaster in 1986.

De-Evolution of American Media

“The ideal subject of totalitarian rule is not the convinced Nazi or the convinced

Communist, but people for whom the distinction between fact and
fiction

and the

distinction between true and false no longer exist.”

Hannah Arendt

If we had to choose a moment in the chain of failures in the media that led

to where the
U.S. is today,

it
would

be
August 4th, 1987.

On
that date,

the
Federal

Communications
Commission

(FCC)
voted unanimously

to
eliminate

the
Fair

ness
Doctrine,

which had
required

licensed broadcasters
to

give
equal

time
to dif

fering
political views. Little did

they know
that this decision, which

they
believed

unfairly infringed
on the

First
Amendment

rights
of

journalists
and

stifled
de

bate,
would lead

to the President of the United
States calling journalists enemies

of the people and
suing

the New
York Times

for
criticizing him.3

Within a year
of the demise of the

Fairness Doctrine,
the

first signs
of trouble

could
be heard. On August

1st, 1988 Rush Limbaugh’s radio show
began nation

wide syndication. Limbaugh was originally a college
drop-out from

Missouri who

“flunked everything.” He was a z-list disc jockey
who bounced from

gig
to

gig
be

cause his
outsized personality seemed

to
inevitably

lead to
conflict with manage

ment. Once the
Fairness

Doctrine
was gone, Limbaugh was

free to become
even
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more
uncompromising

on the
air,

and
his radio stations felt no need to balance

his
minimally-factual schtick. His listeners were

presented
with his warped

and

uneducated
views

as gospel truth,
day

after
day, without hearing opposing views

or a bit of fact checking.

And it
was a

huge hit.
His radio

program
rapidly became

the
most popular

in

America.
It
was abrasive, mocking agitprop

for white
conservatives who wanted

confirmation
of the things they

believed
but

couldn’t
get

away with saying.
He

screened
his callers

to ensure they
almost universally

agreed
with

him. Indeed,

his listeners began identifying as “dittoheads,” a tacit
nod to

their
agreement

with

everything
he

said, even
when

it was demonstrably false
or

an outright
conspiracy

theory.4

Part
of what made Limbaugh

different was
that he set himself up as the sole

source of truth amid the infinite lies, fallacies, and misdirections of the “lame

stream media.” In great part because of Limbaugh, the Republican rank-and-file

came to hate journalists more than most “non-dittoheads” could understand.5 It

was
only when

Trump
began

calling journalists “enemies
of the people” to

wild

applause
from his

supporters,
who proceeded to send death threats to

CNN

correspondents, that
the extent of the

antipathy
for

mainstream media was
truly

revealed.6

Limbaugh’s early program was
full of

commie-baiting.
He

popularized
the

term
“feminazi,”

and
played directly

to the
racist undercurrents

of the
Reagan

administration.
He

applauded
the

administration’s “handling”
of the

HIV/AIDs

crisis and was a staunch foe of
climate science.

He has
consistently

promoted
a

host
of

conspiracy theories,
ranging from

Hillary Clinton ordering
the murder of

Vince
Foster,

to Egypt
legalizing necrophilia,

to the New
Zealand mosque

shoot

ings
being

a false flag operation.7 Over
the

course
of

30-plus years,
he

racked
up

an
impressive tally

of
horrible, ignorant,

and
offensive quotes.8

It is hard to
overstate

the
influence Limbaugh had over

the GOP base
since

the early 1990's.
By

1991,
he had

14 million listeners. Within a
few more

years,

it expanded to 20
million.

When
Republicans celebrated their stunning

electoral

gains
in 1994

at
Camden Yards baseball

park
in Baltimore,

Limbaugh
was

the

guest of honor and named an honorary member of the
Freshman Congressional

class. Gingrich’s
top

advisor, Vin Weber, introduced him
by

saying: “Rush Lim

baugh
is really as responsible

for what
happened

as
any individual in America.

Talk radio, with you in
the

lead,
is what turned the

tide.”
Limbaugh responded

that Republicans might want
to

“leave some liberals alive”
so

“you will never

forget
what

these people
were like.”9
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However, Limbaugh was
just the

beginning
of the

de-evolution
of

American

political discourse via electronic media.
The

U.S.
had not seen such

a combative,

obnoxious, truth-twisting, right-wing populist
on the

air since
the

1930’s-era Nazi

sympathizer Father Coughlin. Even Coughlin, though,
once his

Nazi sympathies

were recognized,
got

yanked back
to

parish
duties

by
the

Church after
Germany

invaded Poland.
He

narrowly avoided sedition
charges only because the

Roman

Catholic
church

promised
he

would never
be

heard
from again.

When
a movement is homegrown,

it
only

further
elevates voices like Lim

baugh. Limbaugh was part of the “Gingrichization” of conservative politics
in the

1990’s: no-prisoners,
no

compromise,
southern,

believing that power is all
that

matters.
This new

media was disdainful
of science,

expertise, and “political
cor

rectness.” Limbaugh also showed
the

way forward
for other

conservative political

operatives. This included Roger Ailes,
who produced

Rush Limbaugh’s syndicat

ed TV show which ran from 1992 to 1996.10

As much as
Limbaugh

bashed the
“lame-stream liberal media,”

until
1996

he
didn’t believe conservatives had

any
alternative

to
himself.

That
all changed

in
January 1996, when media magnate Rupert Murdoch

announced
that Fox

would
be

creating
its

own news
channel on

cable
to compete

with CNN.
He

hired
conservative political operative Roger Ailes

to
stand

up the
network. Ailes

had
worked

for
Richard Nixon

during the
1972

elections
as a

TV
media

content

manager,
and

had wanted
another

crack at
creating

a conservative
news

network

since Television News
Incorporated folded

in 1975. Ailes was given free
rein to

shape the
network

in
his own image. Thus,

the fact
that

the resultant
network is

conservative in its slant and Nixonian in its ethics was intentional.

Fox News

“What is the cost of lies? It’s not that we’ll mistake them for the truth. The real

danger
is that

if
we hear

enough lies,
then we no

longer recognize
the truth

at
all.”

Valery Legasov, Chernobyl

“You’re saying it’s a falsehood…
Sean

Spicer,
our

press secretary,
gave

alternative

facts to that.”

Kelly
Anne

Conway

The
Fox

News
channel

debuted on October
7th, 1996.

From the
start,

it
was

slanted towards conservative viewpoints,
despite

its “fair and balanced,” and “we

report,
you

decide”
mottoes.

It
was always light

on
actual

reporting,
having

only

a third of the staff of CNN, fewer of whom were actual journalists. Many of

the news readers they
hired

had no
qualifications

other than
basic literacy

and
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being former
beauty queens. Fox was notorious

from the
beginning

for
giving

softball interviews
to

Republicans and
using

graphics and bullet points
to

reduce

information to
a
bare minimum,

while still hammering
home the

point
they

were

trying to
make.11 Nevertheless, Fox quickly

became the most
watched

cable
news

network in America.

If
Ailes

had not
invented Fox

News,
someone else would have, for Limbaugh

had
already proved that there was a

huge
market for this sort

of
conservative-slant-

ed
“news lite”

that
encouraged similar misinformation

and
conspiracy thinking.

As
conservative Charles

Krauthammer
quipped, Ailes “discovered a niche

audi

ence, half
the American

people.”12

The
evening

hosts
were

the stars of the
network. Over time,

their purpose

became nothing
more

than
the

promotion
of

conspiracy theories and half-truths

supporting
the

simplistic message
of

“Republicans
good,

Democrats bad,”
and

inventing controversies like Obama’s tan
suit or his

choice
of

condiments.
Sean

Hannity, Bill O’Reilly and Tucker Carlson
all

owe a
debt to

Rush Limbaugh, hav

ing
embraced

the
basic

style he
developed

in the
late 1980’s

and early
1990’s

to

create a similar rapid fire, simplistic, nakedly partisan, angry
rhetoric that

plays

upon
negative

stereotypes
and

fears about
women, gays,

transgender
people,

Muslims, liberals, blacks, Hispanics,
and

anyone else who
runs

afoul
of older

white people.
The

median
age of

a Fox News viewer in 2015 was 68
years old, and

94 percent of them
were white.13

Over
time,

Fox
News has shifted further and further to the

right, abandoning

any
pretense

of
being fair

or
balanced.14 Research into Fox

News’effect on pop

ular opinion
has not only shown that

Republicans
who

watch Fox
News

are
more

conservative
than those

who don’t,
but that

Fox
News

itself
is

responsible for
that

shift.
Other

studies
found that

people
who

watched Fox News
had

less knowledge

of
issues outside

of what
Republicans

focus on, and
a reduction

in
news obtained

from other
sources.15

It
also

seems to
have shifted legislators

to the
right

as
early

as
2000.16

By
2010, 69

percent of
Republicans were Fox

News
viewers.17

Eventually,
some top

Republicans realized
the error of

letting
the inmates

(Limbaugh in particular)
run the

asylum. Vin Weber observed, 20 years after in

troducing Limbaugh at Camden Yards, that “conservative media has become…

much more
powerful

than
John

Boehner or
Mitch McConnell.” Former Republi

can Senate Majority Leader
Trent

Lott (R-MS)
bitterly complained,

“If you
stray

the
slightest from

the
far right…

you get hit by the
conservative media.” John

Boehner’s (R-OH) chief of staff was even more blunt in his assessment of where

the
balance

of
power lay

and to
what

effect after
his boss was

ousted:
“We

fed

the beast and it ate us.”18
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Media outlet biases are demand-driven
in

that
they produce what people

want

to
hear.19

The
meteoric rise

of
Rush Limbaugh

and
Fox

News
suggests

there
is

clearly a demand for what they
were, and are, producing. Today,

there is
a
pow

erful fraternity of
conservative

news outlets
that dominate

the
market. Breitbart,

Daily Signal, Newsmax, One America News, The Federalist and PJ Media churn out a

steady
stream

of
slanted articles designed

more to
provoke

outrage
at liberals

than
to

provide actual information.20 Obnoxious right-wing personalities like
Ben

Shapiro, Steven Crowder, Dan Bongino, Franklin
Graham, and others

consistent

ly get far more
shares

and
views

on
Facebook

than
stories

by
legitimate outlets.21

Consumption of
conservative

media
degrades people’s ability

to participate

in
civic life by actively making

them more
ignorant. A 2012

study found that

Fox News viewers were less knowledgeable of current events than people who

watched
nothing

at all.22 Another,
more recent study

found
that older and more

conservative people in
the

U.S. are significantly
more

likely
to

share fake news

stories and hoaxes
on

social media, which
is

a
pretty

accurate description
of the

demographics
of

Fox
News

viewers.23
Under the

Trump Administration, Fox
News

coverage
took on

an even
more

bizarre
and dangerous

role—official
state

media.
It

was
the

network
for

Trump’s
base:

white, older, rural, little college education,
and

less urban.24 It’s
no

surprise that
99 percent of

Republicans who watch Fox
News

and 99 percent of
Republican

white
evangelicals

opposed the
impeachment

and

removal
of

Trump.25 Such high
percentages of support

are
rarely seen

outside
of

rigged
third-world elections for dictators.

It
also suggests that people who don’t already

agree
ideologically with Fox don’t

watch it, and vice versa. Fox
News

is
by

far
the

news source
most

trusted
by
Repub

licans.
(There is no

equivalent organization among
Democrats or

Independents.)

Thirty-six
percent of

Fox viewers are white evangelicals who constitute only ~15

percent of
all Americans. Fox viewers are also disproportionately whiter

and

wealthier than
the

general public.26 Despite roughly
26

percent
of

Americans hav

ing
no

religious affiliation, less
than

5 percent
of

Fox News viewers are “nones”27

There
are significant differences between Republicans

who get
their news

from Fox and those who do not. Fox
News

Republicans
(FNRs) are

significantly

more
likely

to be
white evangelicals

than other
Republicans. Fox watchers also

share the same
skewed

perceptions about
whites and Christians being discrim

inated against more than any other groups
in

the
U.S.

It
appears that

the
Venn

diagram
of

Fox
News

Republicans, Trump supporters,
and white

Christian
Na

tionalists,
is nearly

a
perfect

circle.28

People
are predisposed to

reject information
that runs counter to

what
they

think they
know,

or
worse,

runs counter to their
belief

system.
This

is
known

as
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confirmation bias. Fox
News exploits

this
tendency of its

viewers
to

its fullest,

with stories about
conspiracies, lobster-eating welfare queens,

and transgender

athletes dominating the
evening

opinion
shows.29 Confirmation

bias also
entails

the tendency to
believe

misinformation as
long

as
it validates what we

already

believe, which unveils
another unsettling

thought about
the GOP

base.
The fact

that 56 percent of
Republicans believed,

at
least

in part, the
QAnon conspiracy

theory that
global elites

and Democratic
leaders (like Hillary

Clinton) are child

molesting cannibals
suggests that the GOP base already

believed that Demo

crats are child
molesting cannibals,

or
wanted

to
believe so.30

It also
means

that

they’re likely
to reject any

suggestion
that

Democrats
are, in

fact,
none of these

things.

The rule-of-thumb known
as Occam’s razor assumes that

the
most likely

ex

planation
is the one that requires the simplest

assumptions
or

fewest
leaps of

logic. Right-wing
conspiracy

theories are essentially kryptonite
to

Occam’s razor;

sure,
it’s simpler

to
accept that Hillary Clinton wanted

pepperoni toppings at

Comet
Ping Pong Pizza

in
D.C.,

and that Comet
Ping Pong Pizza

simply does not

have a
basement.

However,
many

Republicans would
much

rather believe
that she

and
John Podesta were keeping child

sex
slaves

underground at the
location.31

It
also appeals

to
their

sense of
heroism, which

is
why PizzaGate

and
QAnon

supporters
have

been
showing

up
at places with assault rifles looking

to
“liberate

the children.”32

Akin
to this is the concept of

tribal epistemology.
This describes the process by

which “Information
is

evaluated based
not on

conformity
to common

standards

of
evidence

or correspondence to
a
common

understanding
of the

world,
but

on whether it supports the
tribe’s values

and
goals

and
is vouchsafed

by tribal

leaders.” “‘Good
for our side’

and
‘true’

begin
to

blur
into

one,” according
to

David Roberts at Vox.33 This combination
of

sensationalized, imaginary threats,

and
tribalism

are the
hallmarks

of American
right-wing media,

and
also explains

how they
capture

their
audiences.34

Rush Limbaugh summarized this world
outlook

in 2008. “We live in two
uni

verses… Everything
run,

dominated, and controlled
by the

left
here and around

the world is a lie… And seldom do these two universes ever overlap.” Thus, any

one who
evaluates

external
information

runs the
risk

of being branded
a heretic.

Republicans distrust even assiduously
neutral news sources such

as NPR, ABC

News, Reuters, the Associated Press, The New York Times, Washington Post and CBS

News
that provide fact-based reporting with a

low degree of
bias.35

Indeed, they

trust outlets that
spew nothing but conspiracy

theories, like
Alex

Jones’ Infowars

more than they do the
New York Times.36 (To

put the
disparity in perspective, Jones
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is being
sued into

the ground for
promoting

the theory
that

the Sandy Hook

Elementary School
shooting never

happened and
was

an
Obama plot

to
seize

people’s guns.)

Conservatives also tend to receive their information from fewer sources than

left-wing audiences, making them far more likely to fall into an echo chamber.37

As
a

result,
Republicans

trust
journalists less

than any other
ruling

party demo

graphic
in a 2018 Pew survey

of
20 large countries.

The same
survey revealed a

gap
between

Democrats’ and
Republicans’

trust in
media that was also

the
largest

in any country
surveyed.38

The
same lack

of trust
in journalism

cannot be
said

of
Democrats,

who tend to
distrust

sources
that actually

should
quantitatively

be
distrusted (such

as
Hannity, Limbaugh, Fox

News, and
Breitbart), which all

fare

poorly on both
bias and factuality.39

At the
same

time, they tend to
draw

their

information from a wider
range

of sources.

Conservative
outlets are

very effective at distorting reality, even for
people

who
know better.

Bobby
Lewis

of
The Guardian watched Fox

News
every day for

44
days

and noted that
“opinion is king” over facts,

and
marveled at

its
ability

to

turn Trump’s billion-dollar loss on investments into a glowing recommendation

of his
business

acumen.40
McKay

Coppins of The
Atlantic deliberately

subscribed

to
conservative social

media news
outlets during

the
impeachment,

and to
his

surprise
it became harder and

harder
for

him
to

discern
truth from

fiction. “I’d

assumed
that my

skepticism and media literacy would inoculate
me

against
such

distortions.
But

I soon found
myself

reflexively questioning every headline…in

this state
of

heightened suspicion,
truth

itself—about Ukraine, impeachment,
or

anything else—felt
more

and more difficult to locate.”41

Trump’s
new

favorite network,
One

America
News

(OAN), went a
step further

in currying
favor with

the
administration. Virtually nothing negative

about the

President ever
penetrated its

coverage. OAN
comes

across
as something of

a

dime-store knock-off
of

Fox
News, with

worse production values
and the

jingo

ism dialed
to

eleven.
One

journalist watched sixteen straight
hours of

OAN
on

the
same day that

news
broke

that
Trump had told

Bob
Woodward

he
had delib

erately downplayed
the danger of the

novel coronavirus in March of 2020. No

mention of
this shocking news was made

on
OAN,

until the White
House press

secretary
denied

it during
the

daily press
conference (despite

Trump admitting
on

tape what
Press

Secretary
McEnany denied.)42

It
is little wonder that otherwise intelligent

people
were unable

to
discern

re

ality
when

getting
their

information from Fox
News

and
the

conservative media

ecosystem.
One

survey showed
that less than

half
of

all Republicans believed

that Trump
had

asked Ukrainian President
Zelensky to

investigate
former Vice

78



American Fascism

President Joe Biden, despite this
request

literally
being in the

rough transcript

provided
by the

Trump
White House

itself.43
Simply put,

Fox News and
other

conservative media distort reality
so

badly
that you cannot

glean basic, crucial,

facts about an issue from it.

Another
novel innovation during

the
Trump presidency was

the symbiotic

relationship between
the White House and

Fox
News. The White House

went

nearly
a
year without

a
press

briefing.44
The Departments of Defense and State

also
effectively

ended
daily briefings.45

But
Trump

routinely
spoke with Fox

News

hosts. He watched Fox
News

incessantly,
and

rage-tweeted
(before he

was
per

manently
banned) about the agitprop he saw

there.46 For
its part,

Fox shows

relentlessly defended
virtually

anything
Trump

did,
even

when the
actions were

deeply unpopular for their
cruelty. Fox wasn’t

just friendly
towards a Republi

can-controlled
White House the

way
they

were
during the Bush

Administration.

They
were effectively

the
official

media outlet and
propaganda

arm of the fed

eral
government.

This insular information environment
results

in conservative
outlets

speaking

in
code,

which
is

often full
of

racial
dog

whistles.47
The

language
is

something

of
a
mix

between a “twins secret language,”
and the

“Darmok
and

Jalad at Tana

gara”
allegory language

from Star
Trek: The Next Generation. It relies on shared

cultural views and experiences
to express

ideas and emotions in a word
or

two.48

The
words themselves have

no
meaning without

them.

For example,
the

word “caravans”
in

Fox-ese
means

desperate criminal in

digent Central Americans coming
to

leach
jobs and resources

away
from

“real,

good”
Americans. “Socialism” evokes

atheism,
lazy

brown
people,

burning
cities,

bread lines,
empty

shelves,
and the hated

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. “American

Carnage”
means criminal Black

people in
cities

who
loot,

murder, and burn ev

erything
and

should
be shot by

police
to restore

law
and

order. Building
these

associations would
not be

possible
if

it were
not

for
the

repetitive language
and

coverage.49 Trump
uses

a rhetorical shorthand
to

evoke images
and

feelings, while

conveying
nothing new or substantial.50

Conservative
media

figures are fine with this state
of

affairs. Breitbart Washing

ton News
Editor,

Matt
Boyle, observed

that
“journalistic integrity is

dead. There

is no such
thing anymore. Thus, everything

is about
weaponization

of
informa

tion.
We envision a day

when CNN is no
longer

in
business. We envision a day

when The New York Times closes its doors.”51

We,
as

a nation, are
no

longer
able to

have
rational

political discourse
in great

part due to this
ecosystem. We

are
incapable

of
operating

from
a
common set of
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facts,
or

even
from facts

that vaguely resemble
one

another. This
is one

reason

why
the

guardrails
of our

democracy
are

failing,
and

we’re experiencing a politi

cal
hyper-polarization

not
seen

since the
days

before the Civil War. The RAND

Corporation
described this

phenomenon in their
publication Truth

Decay. It
is

characterized
by an

inability
to agree on

fact
or

analysis, a blurring
of the

line

between fact
and

opinion, increasing influence
of

anecdotes over analysis,
and

a

loss of trust in
formerly

respected sources of
information.52

The
study conclud

ed
that

truth
decay is a

threat to
U.S.

national
interests. Perhaps

because they
were

trying to be
non-partisan,

RAND
also concluded that

these effects
were

“mostly

unintentional.”

The preponderance of
evidence, however, indicates otherwise. This is the cul

mination of nearly thirty years of
deliberate destruction

of
established media

by

conservative operatives like Limbaugh, Ailes, Hannity,
and Bannon. They

never

meant to
demonstrate journalistic integrity

or
adhere

to the truth. They
always

wanted a media echo
chamber for their

base. Their goal
from the start

was
to

dis

mantle faith
in

mainstream
media

and make
the

Republican Party look
more

like

Limbaugh and Hannity
than

John McCain.
They got exactly what they

wanted.

It
wasn’t an accident; it was premeditated

murder of our
ability

to
discern

truth.

Pravda, Istina, and Vranyo

“Truth isn’t truth.”

Rudy Giuliani

“You think
the

right question will
get

you
the truth? There is

no truth.”

Anatoly Dyatlov, Chernobyl

“The
real

opposition
is

the
media. And

the
way

to deal with them
is

to
flood

the zone

with shit.”

Steve Bannon

In
Russian,

there
are two words

for truth:
pravda

and
istina.53

Americans are

more
familiar with pravda, which

means the surface truth,
which can

be both

subjective
and

infinitely malleable.
Think of

Obi-Wan telling Luke Skywalker
that

Darth
Vader killed his father:

this is true from
a certain point

of
view. Istina,

on

the other hand, is the concrete, universal, and unalterable truth—the real truth.

Darth
Vader is Anakin Skywalker,

and he is
Luke’s

father regardless of his name

after turning
to the dark

side.
There

is also a third word
in

Russian, “vranyo,"
that

helps
us

understand
where our country currently

is
in

regard
to truth

and
infor

mation.
While vranyo

has no
literal English equivalent,

the general
idea is

“useful

bullshit.”54
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When
Russia invaded

the
Crimean Peninsula,

they
used pravda

to
twist

the

truth and
inflame anti-Ukrainian sentiment

in
Russia.55

They used
vranyo

to
lie

and

claim
they

didn’t
shoot

down Malaysia Air Flight 17, and
to

declare that all
the

soldiers causing
trouble in

Ukraine were simply Ukrainians who
happened to be

ethnic
Russian patriots. According

to
several Russian experts,

most
Russian civil

ians had come to regard istina, objective factual
truth, as

impossible
to

separate

out from
all

the
pravda and vranyo.

The
population

had
self-segregated into

three

groups: the
first bought government-provided pravda

and
vranyo hook, line, and

sinker,
the second regarded

istina
as

essentially unknowable and willingly went

along with
the status

quo, and only a
small

remaining percentage was willing
and

able
to

distinguish istina
from

pravda.

The purpose of
obscuring

the
factual

truth
was

to
paralyze

the target
audienc

es. Peter Pomeranstev, a Soviet-born British journalist,
echoed Hannah Arendt

and
described this approach as,

“nothing
is

true and
everything is possible.”56

Gleb
Pavlovsky,

an
oligarch, technologist, and advisor

to
Putin

until
2011,

ex

plained
the

strategy as: “You
can

just say anything. Create realities.”57 This eerily

echoes
what

Karl
Rove, who filled a similar

role for George
W.

Bush, told
a
re

porter:

“That’s not the way the world
really

works
anymore.

We’re
an

empire
now,

and when
we

act, we create our own
reality.

And

while
you’re

studying that
reality—judiciously,

as you will—
we’ll act again, creating other new realities,

which you can study

too,
and

that’s
how

things
will sort out.

We’re history’s actors...

and you, all of you, will be left to just study what
we do.”

In other
words, facts and

truth
were passé.

Seeing
events like these, Pomeranstev

concluded that “here
is going to be

there,”
meaning that he

saw
the

west
becom

ing
more

like Russia.
The

over-abundance
of

misinformation would inevitably

overwhelm
the

audience’s ability
to

discern
the truth.

Political polarization has

helped feed these phenomena. During the
2016 election, Russia deliberately in

jected fake
news

into
targeted

social
media

streams
that

was designed
to

inflame

existing
social

tensions.
Indeed,

their
preparation of

their own populace for
the

invasion
of

Ukraine was
done

similarly.
It
made matters worse

that the
GOP’s

base
were

the most
avid consumers

and
disseminators

of
this pravda

and
vranyo.58

Russia had plenty
of

practice
before

meddling in
the

2016 election.
After

Russian forces shot down an airliner in Ukraine in 2014, Russian media circled

the
wagons

and began
throwing speculation, misleading questions and misinfor

mation at the
public

in much the
same way

that
Fox

News does
in

the
U.S.

The

many
stories explaining

what happened
didn’t

need to be
consistent,

they merely
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needed to cast
doubt

on
what had actually

occurred.
Russian

media
claimed

or

suggested
Ukraine itself had

shot the
passenger plane down,

or there
was

proof

that Russian
forces

were blameless. Regardless,
the

Russian government’s official

story
changed constantly.59

Eighty-six percent of Russians ended up blaming Ukraine for shooting down Ma

laysia Air Flight 17, even when shown indisputable proof that Russia was responsi

ble.60 At the end of 2014, only eight percent
of

Russians believed that they bore any

responsibility for events in the Ukraine, and 79 percent agreed with the statement,

“the West will be unhappy
no

matter what Russia does, so you should not pay atten

tion
to

their claims.”61 Russian propaganda even infected Trump, who in August 2016

stated, “[Putin]’s not going into Ukraine, OK, just so you understand. He’s not going

into Ukraine, alright? You can mark it down. You can put it down.”62 This, de

spite the fact that Russia had already gone into Ukraine in 2014.

to
go

Bálint Magyar, who studied Viktor Orbán’s authoritarian efforts to influence

media
in Hungary, also concluded:

“Where totalitarian regimes
of the

past sought
to control

media,

today’s autocracies seek to dominate it; and where a totalitari

an regime sought
to

suppress media rights, the autocrat seeks to

neutralize them. The end result is not a controlled communica

tions
sphere where

reality is dictated
from

above,
but

a weak one,

where nothing can
be

known and
no

reality is tangible.”63

This
is happening

on
a
grand

scale
in the

U.S.
From

Trump’s first days
in

office,

we could see efforts to make truth unknowable.
The

goal was always
to get peo

ple to regard lies by the White House as equivalent to facts, making truth and

reality
seem

unknowable.
When

Kellyanne Conway went
on
MSNBC

to defend

Trump’s claim that his inauguration crowd was
the biggest

ever,
despite hard

facts
and

photographic evidence
to the

contrary,
she

replied, “I don’t think you

can
prove

those numbers one
way

or
another. There’s

no
way

to
really quantify

crowds. We all know that.”64
This

is an
example of Masha

Gessen’s rule, “being

right was a
question of

power,
not

evidence.”65

Trump was using
the

power
of

his office,
and the

U.S. government,
to try to

assert
control

over reality itself.
He

was also
more than

willing
to

punish anyone

who
spoke

truth if
it differed

from the
reality that

the White
House was

present

ing.66
In an

autocratic state, telling
the truth

is always
more dangerous

than telling

lies, even
after the RBMK reactor

explodes,
or hundreds of

thousands
of people

die
of

a preventable disease.
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The
majority

of
Americans cannot tell

the
difference between real and fake

news, either.67 Eighty-four percent of
the

population are confident
they

can spot

fake news,68 although, in a stunning display
of the

Dunning-Kruger effect, nearly

all Republicans have been taught
to

believe that this “fake news” is coming
from

traditional media sources.69 Their paranoia about gays, Mexicans, Muslims, Hillary

Clinton, “socialism,” and
other

bugaboos make
them

particularly susceptible
to

any

conspiracy theory
put

in front of them via social media,
no

matter how far-fetched.

The
PizzaGate and QAnon conspiracy theories are prime examples.70

The
terrible

danger
of the

Republican base believing utter falsehoods was put
on

display when

they stormed
the

U.S. Capitol and killed five people in
the

process.
They

attempted

to
overturn an free and fair election by force based

on the
completely false belief

that
the

election had somehow been stolen
by

nefarious Democratic forces.

The
fact

that an
unending stream

of
misinformation is available

to people
is

made
worse by

science
fiction writer

Theodore
Sturgeon’s observation that “90

percent
of everything is “crap.” While Sturgeon’s Law

is
a ballpark figure, and

the

exact
ratio

of
“crap”

to
reality

on the
internet

is
debatable,

there is
an inexhaust

ible supply
of

misinformation
out

there,
and there are forces

arrayed
to

ensure

people absorb
it.

Rob Pommer
in

2007 jokingly proposed
what became

Pommer’s
Law:

“A
per

son’s
mind can be

changed
by

reading information
on the

internet.
The nature

of this change
will

be from
having

no
opinion

to
having a

wrong
opinion.” Once

this happens, it’s
often too

late. Research
shows that when

people with factually

incorrect
political beliefs

are presented
with factual, incontrovertible evidence

they
are wrong,

they
will often dig

in
their heels and

become
even

more
strongly

convinced
of their

false belief.71
This phenomenon

is known
as the

“backfire
ef

fect.” Social
media

also introduces
people to more

false beliefs
by

showing
them

things similar
to what they

already like
and agree

with. This leads
to the “con

spiracy theory
singularity”

where
all

of the
beliefs begin

to merge
together. Once

people
believe

one
conspiracy theory, they’re likely

to end up
believing

many oth

ers, because
social

media algorithms
and tribal

epistemology guide
them to

it.72

Former Facebook executive,
Tim

Kendall, testified
before Congress

that
they

designed their
product to be more

addictive
than

tobacco. “Allowing
for

misin

formation, conspiracy theories, and fake news to flourish were like Big Tobacco’s

bronchodilators,”
he confessed. In the

end,
though, he

was mortified
by what

they had done. “The social media
services that I and

others
have built over

the

past 15 years
have served

to tear people
apart with alarming speed and intensi

ty…At
the

very least, we have
eroded our

collective understanding—at worst, I

fear
we are pushing ourselves

to the brink of
a civil war.”73

As
a result, we now

83



Brynn Tannehill

have a federal government
that uses

proxies like Fox
News to

convince their base

of
anything

they
want,

as
long

as it coincides
with

the
base’s existing worldview.

If someone
already believes that

brown people and
immigrants are

bad,
it is

much
easier

to
persuade

them that
Guatemalan toddlers

are drug mules for MS

13 and should be locked in cages.74

Some
Americans are aware

of
the confusion and misinformation being dissemi

nated
but

feel powerless
to do

anything about it.75 Much of
the

population is unable

to
discern

the truth,
however, and don’t care to. This is part

of the
cause

of Amer

ican political apathy.
The

fraction that does learn
the truth

and cares is unable
to

do anything at all, given that they have
no

real power in any branch
of

government,

and their ability to affect
the

course
the

U.S. is taking is dwindling
to

nil.76

Donald Trump
and the

Republican Party
embraced the use of

disinformation

as
a
tool

crucial
to

their political survival.77 It’s
no

secret
that

Trump lies
the

way

most
people breathe,

even about things as trivial as the weather.78 However, he is

capable of
using lies tactically.79 Trump even discussed

using
vranyo with donors,

though
he

did
not

use
the

word. During a
meeting

with Canadian
Prime

Minis

ter,
Justin Trudeau, Trump claimed that the U.S. had a trade deficit with Canada.

Trudeau was taken aback
and tried to argue

that Trump was mistaken. However,

without
the exact numbers in that

instant, his
response

was weakened to, “I
be

lieve you’re wrong.” Later, Trump admitted
he made up

this “fact” just
to put

Trudeau off balance.80

This helps
to

illustrate
the

power
of

lies
and

why strategies relying
on

disinfor

mation are so
successful.

The apocryphal
maxim, “a lie can travel halfway

around

the
world while

the truth is
still

putting on
its shoes,” is true. A

recent study found

that misinformation spreads much
more

quickly than facts,
and to an order of

magnitude
more

people.81
It

doesn’t help that
once

a false “fact”
goes out to the

public it sticks in
their

minds, even if it is later proven
to be

false.82

Another
related strategy

used
by Trump,

and other
Republican media figures,

is the
“Gish Gallop.”83

This technique
involves telling a steady

stream of
vaguely

plausible lies, knowing
that it

takes
longer to

disprove
the

lies than it
does to

spew them out. It is
named

after Duane
Gish, a creationist who

used
it
to good

(or bad)
effect during debates

in the
1980’s.

The
Gish Gallop

is
effective

for
two

reasons.
First, you

can spew lies faster than your
opponent can address them in

a

debate. In
practice,

it means that
Trump and

the
right-wing media

could generate

false information faster
than

it can
be

debunked,
and many of these

lies
end up

“sticking” in people’s minds
as

facts,
or

potential facts.
The other reason it

is
so

effective
is that

if
you

fail
to

disprove every single spurious
point

made, it allows

them to
claim victory

on the
points that slipped

by
unchallenged.
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Caitlyn Dewey, who
used to debunk internet

hoaxes
and myths for the

Wash

ington Post,
explained

why there is almost no
way

to
combat

this tactic:
“no one

has
the

time
or

cognitive capacity
to reason all the apparent nuances or discrep

ancies out.”
She

gave
up in

disgust,
and the column

was discontinued
shortly

thereafter.84 There’s
plenty to

gain
from

disinformation
and

literally
nothing to

be
lost.

One study reported
that Trump

supporters
finding

out (and
even

ac

cepting)
that he

lied
or spread

misinformation
had no

significant
impact on

their

opinion
of him.85

However,
these same

lies, distortions,
and

half-truths
feed

their
fears and

grievances,
create

a tribal knowledge,
and

are
an

effective way
to

mobilize people.

The other tool used is the
active suppression

of
factual

information
by

rep

utable sources.
When

Facebook
brought on media sources to fact check

articles

posted
on

their site,
they

included
The Daily Caller as one of the

fact checkers.86

Unfortunately,
the Caller

is
an

ultra-right-wing
site created by

Fox
News host

Tuck

er
Carlson. Inevitably,

it
began flagging factual information

about
Trump

from

reputable sites
like Politico as “Fake News,” adding

to the
confusion over

what
was

real
while simultaneously

ensuring
fewer

people
saw

the
real information.87

For its part, Facebook
started, in

2015,
to

carefully
craft

its rules
to

make
sure

Trump and his campaign didn’t violate
them.88 In

2020, Facebook
announced

that
they

would
not do

any
fact

checking
of

political
ads

purchased
on the site

for the
upcoming election, continuing a policy

that
did massive damage

to the

American political
system

just
four years prior

and likely contributed
to the insur

rection after
the

election.89
The danger becomes

even clearer when
you

find
that

45 percent of
Americans

get
most

of
their

news from Facebook.90

This
is

a recipe
for

chaos,
and

it
is intentional. The

Russians
took

a keen in

terest
in

seeing
Trump

elected in
2016 and helped it along

by
setting Americans

against each other.
They used their own

media outlets like RT (formerly
Rus

sia
Today) and Sputnik.91

They
bought

ads on
Facebook

to promote
pro-Trump,

pro-Sanders
and anti-Clinton messages.92

They created
over 500 fake Facebook

groups, fake social
media

accounts, and
bots to control many of them

in
order to

spread divisive
memes and stories

and
to

manipulate voters into action, like ral

lies.93
The

Mueller investigation
concluded

that Russia’s
efforts

were
years

in
the

making, sweeping and systemic.94
These

efforts
continued

even after the election.

The Seth
Rich murder conspiracy,

promoted
endlessly by

Sean
Hannity

on
Fox

News,
was revealed

to
have

been
planted and

promoted
by Russian intelligence.95

As
Brian Barrett

in Wired
magazine

noted about the
Russian disinformation at

tempts
directed against democracies, “The

point has always been to find democ

racy’s loose seams, and pull.”96
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The
RAND Corporation looked at Russian messaging and also concluded that,

“We characterize
the

contemporary Russian model
for

propaganda as
‘the

fire

hose of falsehood’ because of two of its distinctive features: high numbers of

channels and messages,
and

a shameless willingness
to

disseminate partial
truths

or
outright fictions.

In the
words

of one
observer, ‘[N]ew Russian propaganda en

tertains, confuses,
and

overwhelms
the

audience.’”97 Digging a bit deeper, RAND

found four distinctive features
of

contemporary Russian propaganda:

1.
High volume and multichannel

2.
Rapid, continuous,

and
repetitive

3.
Lacking commitment

to
objective reality

4. Lacking commitment
to

consistency

Republicans
and

conservative media outlets have
adopted this

model.98 Right

wing
media

sites that
peddle

conspiracy theories
and

agitprop, like The Daily
Wire,

are shared relentlessly by bot accounts and pages on Facebook, which refuses to

shut them
down

despite the
fact

that the pages
violate Facebook’s

terms and con

ditions.99 Conservative media outlets
are happy to

coalesce around talking
points

about
Benghazi

or
Burisma,

or to defend
whatever Trump did.

These defenses

need not be
based

in
any sort

of
reality,

nor do they need to
remain consistent.100

They
are, however, blasted ad nauseum from conservative outlets until the faithful

are immune to
fact,

and
much

of the
public is

just
confused.

It
doesn’t help that traditional

and
reliable

news outlets
still believe

they are

playing
by the old

rules.
They seem

reluctant
to

call
out

falsehoods and
feel ob

ligated
to present “both

sides”
of

an issue, even though
they know

full well
that

one of those
sides

is propaganda ungrounded
in

any sort of
reality.

The
New York

Times,
in

particular,
has been

guilty
of

this. Both-sideism
not only

makes things

worse by
further

obscuring
truth, but

it widens
the

Overton Window a bit
further

each time, eventually making political positions
that

would have
been

unthinkable

a
few years ago

part
of the

mainstream conversation.101

Traditional media’s
paradigm of how American democracy

works did
not

include an administration
that

lied
this

way,
which left them

vulnerable.
They

are used to
journalistic objectivity,

which treats both sides
with equal

respect, as

if
each

set of arguments is equally true
and

presented
in

good faith.
However,

this
faith in journalistic objectivity is misplaced

when the
government

weapon

izes
lies

and
misinformation against

its
citizens.

As journalist Norman Ornstein

observes, “a balanced
treatment of an

unbalanced
phenomenon

distorts
reali

ty.”102 In this situation there is
only

one side: the truth. Daniel Okrent, journalist

and
inventor

of
fantasy baseball, also summarized

this concept in what became
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known as
Okrent’s Law:

“The pursuit of
balance

can create
imbalance

because

sometimes something is true.”103

American media has failed at
fighting this

source of democratic
decline

be

cause they
were

extremely
hesitant

to
call

the un-truths that came out of the

White House,
GOP,

and right-wing media sources as
lies. For

something to be
a

lie
there must be intent, and as the character George

Costanza
on the

1990's
TV

comedy
“Seinfeld” observed, “It’s

not
a

lie if you
believe it.” Trump

repeatedly

demonstrated that he
was

both
ignorant

of
facts, intellectually incurious,

and

existed in his own weird
little

universe
(and

it’s
not

a
happy place).

Thus,
media

outlets felt they could not call what he said “lies” when there was the chance that

he
believed

what he
was

saying, no matter how
ridiculous

or
stupid. Given that

Trump claimed
wind turbines cause cancer, and that American troops captured

British airports
during

the
Revolutionary War, it

is hard to underestimate the

depths of his
ignorance.104

With someone like Richard Nixon,
the

distinction was far clearer. He may have

been many things,
but

stupid
or

ignorant were
not

among
them.

Accordingly,
for

ty-five years ago it was far easier
for the

Washington Post or The New York Times to call

his statements lies than it is for them to
do

with Trump’s outlandish pronounce

ments.
In

this, we all became
the

Danish Prime Minister, who observed
of

Trump’s

lies and irrational outbursts: “I strongly
hope

that this is
not

meant seriously.”

It is one
thing

to
create

the
lies.

It
is another

to
ensure

they
reach

the
right

eyes

and
ears,

as part of the
information warfare “kill chain.”

It has become
easier

to

target
individuals with ads and news meant

to
influence

them
in specific ways.

Cambridge Analytica developed psychological profiles of about 30 million vot

ers
using Facebook data.105 From this, targeted information

meant to manipulate

voters was placed via Facebook
and

Google ads. For example, Black Facebook

users
were

targeted in the
final days

of the
2016 election with newsfeed headlines

announcing, “Hillary Thinks African Americans
are Super

Predators,”
in order to

suppress their vote.106 Conservatives were shown headlines and videos meant to

stoke fears
of

violent immigrants
and

racial replacement in
order to boost their

turnout,
and articles presenting Trump

as the
only

one who
could

protect them

from the invasion.

Progressives and liberals watching this situation have been bewildered. The

old
expression, “Sunlight is

the
best disinfectant,” doesn’t

seem to
apply anymore.

While the Washington Post’s motto is “Democracy dies in darkness,” one humorist

wryly noted that
“maybe it

dies in
broad daylight too.”107 People

opposed to the

Trumpist movement have
come to the

horrifying, dawning realization that
there

are few, if any, effective counters to the movement’s disinformation strategies and
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tactics. Dr. Christopher Browning, Professor
of

History
Emeritus at the

Univer

sity
of North

Carolina at
Chapel

Hill and an
expert on the

Holocaust and Nazi

Germany,
described how he felt

while watching Trump rise
to

power. “[My]
feel

ing is
bewilderment.

As
a rational thinker,

someone
who believes in

the
Enlight

enment project
and liberal democratic norms, I

assumed
that

the truth and
basic

facts were a
type of

sunshine.
If you put enough of this

light
out there for the

public,
they

would make
good

decisions.
But

now, with Trump and his enablers,

systemic
serial lying

is
rewarded.”108

How do you
fight

propaganda
whose sole

requirement is that it needs to be

plausible
to

a target
audience

already
untethered

from reality who is inclined to

believe anything
they hear that

confirms
their

views? Mostly, you can’t.
As
RAND

put
it, “Don’t

expect to counter the
firehose

of
falsehood with

the
squirt

gun of

truth.” You can’t out-firehose
them. They

have
more

outlets,
more

money, a
more

devoted
audience,

and
the supply of

misinformation is effectively infinite. You

can’t shut down
the

propaganda outlets,
whether

they’re Fox News, RT,
or social

media
giants. You could

try to get
Facebook, Twitter,

and other
social media

out

lets to cut
down

on
propaganda and micro-targeting,

but these efforts
appear

to

have failed.
There is

a
strong

demand signal
for

all this disinformation, because
it

is
what Trump’s

base
wants

to
hear. There’s a

lot of money to be made
spreading

it, and
power

in
giving

the customer
exactly

what they
want, even if

it is
cyanide

for
democracy.

In the end,
istina is absolutely

no match for the
pravda

and
vranyo that Trump

ists prefer.
When former

Tea Party Republican Joe Walsh briefly
ran for

President

against Trump
in

2020,
he

pleaded with
the

Republican caucus
in

Iowa.

“I said
the

party is
going to be

a
party of

old white
men

unless

we become more inclusive. More boos. I said we shouldn’t be

okay with a president
who

lies all
the

time. I said we
need

a
pres

ident who’s
decent, not

cruel. I said,
you

might enjoy Trump’s

mean
tweets,

but most people
don’t. I said we

must be better

than a president
who

makes every day
about

himself. Boos.
And

more
boos.

One
woman yelled

that
she loves

the
president’s

tweets. The crowd cheered her.” 109

Conversely, when McKay Coppins
at The

Atlantic asked a Trump
supporter

at a

rally
whether

it
mattered if the

things Trump said were
true or not, he

replied,

“He tells
you what you want to hear. And I don’t know if it’s true or not—but it

sounds good, so fuck it.”110

How do you compete with that?
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Five

Idiocracy

“To be a scientist is
to be

naive. We
are so

focused
on our search for truth we

fail
to

consider
how few

actually want us
to

find
it.”

Valery Legasov, Chernobyl

O
ur society requires expertise. Whether it is landing

a military helicopter
on

the
pitching

and
heaving flight

deck of
a
destroyer in the dead of night,

performing
heart surgery,

designing
rockets,

or
virtually

any other profession,

our
civilization

depends on
specialization

and trust.
To

use an example from

Tom Nichols’
book, The Death of

Expertise, we don’t
expect that the architect,

metallurgist, and
beam

welder building a
skyscraper

should
be

able
to do

each

other’s jobs, even though each is
competent in

their
own

field.1
If

we
did

make

them do each
other’s jobs,

common sense dictates that the
results would

be

catastrophic.

Yet, somehow that common sense has been lost. The conservative base be

lieves
that

anyone can
do the

job
of

some “lazy government bureaucrat,”
because

they
believe government workers are inherently untrustworthy and have easy jobs.

Trumpists have
been

convinced that
proper ideology is more

important
than the

right
experience or education. As

a
result,

we ended
up

with a conservative radio

host
leading

the United States
Department

of
Agriculture (USDA), a religious

billionaire in
charge of the

Department
of

Education, a medical
doctor

running

housing policy… and Trump’s real estate-developer son-in-law managing
nation

al the COVID-19
pandemic

response.

The result is
much like what would

happen
if

the
beam welder and architect

switched places:
many

horrible
and

needless deaths.
The true

tragedy, however,

is that the people
who didn’t

trust the experts
still don’t

trust them,
even after

those experts
were repeatedly proven right

and hundreds of
thousands

of people

have died. Such blindness to the obvious took a long time to cultivate and was

intentionally developed over a
period of

decades.
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Expertise
Matters

“There is a cult of ignorance in the United States, and there has always been. The

strain of anti-intellectualism has been
a

constant thread
winding

its way through

our political and cultural life, nurtured by the false notion that democracy means

that my ignorance is just as good as your knowledge.”

Isaac Asimov

The modern Republican Party has worked relentlessly for decades to discredit

mainstream media and become the sole trusted source of information to their

base. However,
to

accomplish this
they

also needed
to

destroy something else:

their base’s faith in science, academia,
and

subject
matter

expertise, particularly in

government.

The
assault

on expertise
within

the
government

goes
back decades. Two

of

Ronald Reagan’s most famous
quotes

touch
on these

themes.
When

Reagan said,

“In this present
crisis, government is

not the
solution

to our problem;
govern

ment
is
the

problem,” it was echoed
by the

Trump Administration in its
response

to
COVID-19.

Another of
Reagan’s

quotes
was: “The

nine most
terrifying words

in
the

English language
are ‘I’m from the

government, and
I’m here to

help,’”

which implies that
any sort of

government assistance
or

intervention only makes

the
situation worse. These belie a fundamental misunderstanding

of how
science,

and
expertise,

are
vital

to
a functional government

that
provides basic services

to

the
public

under normal
circumstances, and particularly

in
a crisis like COVID-19.

One of the most
familiar conservative misuses

of
science

in the
20th

century

was
the effort to

confuse
the

public over
the

link between tobacco use
and

can

cer.
By

1953, it was clear
to the

tobacco
industry that their product

caused can

cer.2 Their response was
to hide the

evidence as well
as they

could.
They created

the Tobacco
Institute to

provide plausible
sounding

pseudo-science
propaganda

denying
the

tobacco-cancer link.
The

goal was
to confuse

people
and encourage

“debate”
when there

really wasn’t any.
The

scientific consensus was overwhelm

ing, yet it took 40 years for Republicans to turn on the tobacco industry.

In the
1990’s,

in the
largest class

action
lawsuit in U.S. history,

the courts found

that
the tobacco

industry waged a
decades-long

fight against science
and research

while deliberately muddying
the

waters with their own deceptive, low quality
stud

ies.3 Conservatives from the south were the biggest proponents of attempts to

confuse the
issue.

Mitch
McConnell was a “special friend”

to the
tobacco indus

try for
decades.4

He
regurgitated tobacco industry talking

points
nearly word for

word, including
denying the

connection between
the product

and cancer. Rush

Limbaugh was an avid cigar smoker who, as late as 2015, also denied the link.5
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He
was later diagnosed

with terminal
stage 4 lung

cancer in
2020, and died

of it

a
year

later.6

The
Republican Party hasn’t only

been hostile to science related to tobacco;

it is hostile
to any science that threatens the

cash flow
of its corporate spon

sors,
contradicts the

religious
beliefs of

its
base, or runs counter to

conserva

tive ideologies
in

general.
Belief in

anthropogenic
climate change has become

a
heresy to

Republicans
because it

might
hurt fossil fuel industry

profits,7 and

because the base literally believes God will
not let it happen.8 Most

Republican

Party
members

believe
people choose to be LGBTQ and oppose efforts to

ban

harmful conversion therapy,
despite ample research and proof to the

contrary.9

Republicans
reject any studies by economists that cast doubt on the

efficacy
of

supply-side
economics,

or the thoroughly discredited
belief

that
tax

cuts
pay

for

themselves.10

They reject research on abortion, and instead force doctors to lie about the

procedure to their
patients.11

They
have joined

ranks
with

the
anti-vaccination

movement
in the

name
of “parental control” and

“religious
freedom” to oppose

strengthening vaccination laws, in some cases working to tear down these laws in

conservative states.12 White evangelicals were
the

demographic least likely
to get

the
COVID-19 vaccine as well.

The GOP
categorically rejects

the
overwhelm

ing evidence and research
by Nobel

Prize winning economists
on the effects of

wealth inequality.13

They
adamantly

oppose any
effort

to
research gun violence,14

because they

know it
will

show
that easy

access to
firearms

is the
cause

of
high

gun
homicide

rates
in

the
U.S.15

Accepting
this blindingly obvious fact would

run counter to

their
dogma that

being awash in guns
somehow

makes
us

safer.16 Instead,
their

leadership blames mental illness (which also
exists

in countries with low gun vio

lence),17 video
games (gamers in

countries with little gun violence have played
un

til they die of exhaustion),18 and
lack

of
prayer

in
schools.19

The
list

of
rejections

of
science

in the name of ideology
is nearly endless.

You
get

people
to reject

scientists, academics,
and

subject matter
experts by

making
them

want
to

disbelieve
them. The

conservative movement in
the

U.S. has

been doing
this

for
decades. For

example,
people who believe in climate change

are
portrayed,

and then seen,
as weak

or
womanly.20

They
paint

anyone
who

sup

ports
abortion

as
evil, and

then
ask

their base:
you wouldn’t listen

to
someone

who supports
murdering babies, would you?21 Conservative leaders declare that

anyone
barring

unfettered access to
assault rifles

and
high-capacity magazines is

a gun-grabbing
closet

dictator, and
then

ask:
you

wouldn’t listen
to some free

dom-hating commie, right?22
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These sorts
of

narratives
are

frighteningly effective. For example, only
17 per

cent of
Republicans believe climate change

is
a critical issue,

compared
with

72

percent of Democrats (and 97 percent of experts).23
Given

that
climate change

represents
the

gravest
threat to the

survival
of homo

sapiens
as

a species,
the

fact

that propaganda can make 83
percent of

Republicans dismiss
it

is stunning.

This
might

seem
simplistic,

but
over time the basic “us vs. them” narrative

lures
people into

orthodoxy.24
This sort of

messaging creates an “us”
that sets

Republicans against
the

evil “them.” Trump railed
in one of his speeches:

“Our

radical Democrat
opponents are

driven
by hatred,

prejudice,
and

rage.
They

want

to
destroy you, and

they
want

to
destroy

our country as
we know it.”25 Repub

licans are significantly
more

likely
to see

their Democratic
counterparts

as lazy,

immoral,
and

unpatriotic.26 Disagreement
is

a sign
of both

immorality
and trea

sonous intent.27 This
is

true for
Republicans

more than
Democrats,

due to ho

mogeneity within
the

GOP.28
Data from the

Varieties
of

Democracy (V-Dem)

Project show that
demonization

of the
opposition in

the
U.S.

is asymmetric
as

well. Figure 3 (below) shows how it has shifted over time. The anti-democratic

Hungarian Fidesz
and

Polish Law
and

Justice (PIS)
parties’

scores are provided

for
comparison.

Figure
4. How

Often Party
Leaders

Demonize Opposition

Sources: V-Dem Institute data.29

Rush
Limbaugh

called academia, government, science, and media
the

“four

corners of deceit.”30 For decades conservative voices like his cultivated distrust in

all four by using flawed logic encouraging
the

belief
that

someone’s down-home

common
sense was intrinsically

more
capable

of discerning truth
than

people

who
have studied these things their

entire
lives. Perhaps

nothing better
embodies

this outlook
than

Senator James
Inhofe

(R-OK) bringing a snowball
to the

Senate

floor
as “proof”

that climate change isn’t real.31
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Years
of

denigrating expertise have taken a measurable toll. Conservatives

are now
less likely

to trust
scientists

than independents or
liberals, regardless

of whether the
issue is climate change, nuclear power, genetically modified

or

ganisms, evolution, or vaccines.32 Only a third of conservatives trust scientists

on
evolution and climate

change,
and a slim

majority (56 percent) on
vaccines

(though
this survey was taken

before the
COVID-19 pandemic,

and the num

ber has
almost certainly fallen since). These attacks have also destroyed faith

in

academia
and

college educations.
When

writing about a topic,
citing experts and

journal articles actually dissuades conservatives, as
they see

appeals
to

authority

as
“sure signs

of
elitism.”33

In
1990, a roughly

equal number of Democrats and

Republicans
had

college degrees. Today,
Democrats

have
become the

party
of

the
college

educated.34
Seventy-four

percent of
Democrats said

they
believe

grad

uating from
college

is important to being
successful,

compared
with

only forty

percent of
Republicans.35

In fact,
fifty-nine

percent of
Republicans believe

that

colleges
are

bad
for

America,
and that number has been

growing.36

Religious conservative and former U.S. Senator Rick Santorum (R-PA) made

it
clear

that his
wing

of the party
was waging war against

institutions of
higher

learning
during

a
speech

in 2012. “We will never have
the

elite
smart people on

our
side,

because they
believe

they
should have

the
power

to
tell you what

to
do.

So,
our

colleges
and

universities, they’re
not

going
to be on our

side.”37 Conserva

tives
are

literally afraid
to send their

kids
to

college
because they

will
presumably

be exposed to
“liberal” ideas like climate

change.
Dennis Prager,

of the
ironical

ly-named
“PragerU”

propaganda
videos

on
YouTube, went

on
Fox

News
and told

people not to send
their kids

to
college

to
prevent

them from
being infected with

such
nonsense.38 “Sending your child

to
college

is
playing Russian roulette with

their values,” he concluded.39

The
sad irony

is that
studies

show
colleges don’t actually make kids

more

liberal;
on the

whole
they come out

with
the same

attitudes
they

went
in

with.40

Nor
are college

professors
disproportionately liberal; their political beliefs

are

roughly what you
would

expect of members of the
public, with similar

educa

tional backgrounds.41 However, Trump’s push
for

a “1776 Commission,”
and

his

executive
order to only

teach
patriotic

material clearly showed conservatives ar

en’t
concerned

about
bias in

education. Rather,
they are arguing for the “proper”

kind of bias.

It has
already

been noted
that Americans generally aren’t able

to discern the

difference between reliable
and

unreliable sources. Republicans in particular have

been persuaded to
distrust

centrist
media outlets, journal articles,

and
experts.

While people who work
in

academia
and

research have
been taught to

evaluate
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a source’s reliability,
most Americans

don’t have that
sort of

training.
Indeed,

Republican-aligned
forces are

trying
to

discourage
this

capability.
In

2012,
the

Republican Party
of

Texas wrote
into its

2012 platform
that they

reject
the

teach

ing of
“Higher

Order
Thinking Skills (HOTS), critical thinking skills, and similar

programs…”42

Trump was apparently
their poster

child. He is
an

anti-intellectual
who

“goes

with his gut,” rather than relying
on

research
or

expertise,
and

didn’t place a lot
of

value
on education

when
he

was
in

school.43 A professor
at Wharton

called
him,

“the
dumbest goddamn student I ever had.”44 Trump doesn’t read,45

his
briefings

consisted mostly
of

pictures,46
and he

has “the attention
span of

a gnat.”47 Yet,

Trump enjoyed
support from

anti-intellectual pundits like Hannity
and

Limbaugh

from
day

one of
his campaign,

much to the
initial consternation

of the
Republi

can
establishment.48

Trump
has been

described
as

a “fucking moron,” “dope,” “fucking idiot,”

“dumb
as

shit,” and having “the understanding
of

a fifth
or

sixth grader.”49 Shock

ingly, every
one of those quotes

came from
members of his own cabinet and staff,

not
his Democratic opponents. He was, however, exactly what

the
base wanted.

They
didn’t want Republicans

who
sounded like Ivy-League educated lawyers,

es

pecially
not

after Barack
and

Michelle Obama (who were exactly that).
They

want

ed
someone

who
saw

the
world

the
way

they
did and

sounded
like

the
political

voices they listened
to the

most. Which is
to

say,
they

wanted
someone who re

sembled loud-mouthed college
drop-outs

like Rush Limbaugh and Sean Hannity.

Trump
had

made
it

clear
from the

beginning that
he had no

intention
of

trusting
experts

within
the

government.
During the

2016 campaign,
when

asked

who he
was

consulting
with

on
foreign policy,

he
responded,

“I’m
speaking with

myself, number one, because I have a very good brain, and I’ve said a lot of

things.’50
At

a rally in Wisconsin,
he

disparaged foreign policy
experts

within
the

government
and made it

clear
they

would
be

marginalized
during

his administra

tion: “The experts are
terrible…

They
say, ‘Donald Trump

needs
a foreign policy

adviser.’ Supposing I didn’t have one, would
it be

worse
than

what we’re doing

now?”51

At one

His utter
disregard

and
disdain

for
expertise

extended to the
presidential tran

sition team: he didn’t see the need for one. Christie had to tell him that it was

legally
required.

Trump and
his

supporters believed government was easy.point,
he told former New

Jersey governor
and

campaign advisor Chris Christie,

“Chris,
you and

I are so smart that we can leave
the

victory party two
hours

early

and do the transition ourselves.” When Trump found out that putting together

the transition
team had

cost the
campaign money,

he
was furious. “Fuck

the
law.
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I don’t give a fuck
about the

law. I want
my

fucking money.
Shut

it down,”
he

reportedly
yelled at Christie and Bannon.52

Regardless, eventually Trump went along with
standing up

a
transition team

led
by Christie.

The former
governor

ran the
team in something resembling a

professional manner, building 20 binders of guidance on how to conduct the

turnover
if

Trump won.
Three

days
after the election,

Trump fired Christie,

and
his

binders
were thrown

out.
Responsibility for

the
transition was passed

to

Trump’s children (Eric,
Don

Jr., and Ivanka)
and

his son-in-law Jared Kushner,

none of whom
had

any
experience

in
government.53

The utterly
predictable

result

was that the transition was a fiasco, and
the

administration unprepared
to

govern

from
day one.

While previous presidents,
both Democratic

and Republican,
had

worked
to

ensure a
smooth

transition
of

power, Trump made little
to no

effort.
Many

Fed

eral
agencies never saw landing teams.

The ones
that did show

up
were woefully

underqualified,
often just recent

college
graduates selected

mainly for their ideo

logical purity.
At the

Department
of

Energy,
the

Trump transition representative

“didn’t
bring

a pencil
or

a piece
of

paper.
He

didn’t ask questions. He
spent an

hour… He never asked
to meet

with
us

again.”54 There was never an intention to

work with
these departments and

institutions, only
to

remake
or destroy them.

As senior
government official

Max Stier noted,
“A bungled transition

becomes

a bungled presidency.”
According to

The
New

York Times,
so

little effort had been

put
into

the
transition

that White
House

staffers
hadn’t even learned

to use the

light switches, and
ended up

conducting meetings in
the

dark after
the

inaugura

tion.55 This particular consequence seems funny,
but

among
the

things
lost

during

this bungling was
the

detailed Obama pandemic
response

plan, which would
end

up costing hundreds of thousands of American lives.56

When
Trump talked

about
“draining

the
swamp” during

the
2016 campaign,

he
couched it

as
getting rid

of
lobbyists, foreign and

corporate
influence,

and

term
limits. Naturally

he
did

the
opposite: “draining

the
swamp,”

turned
into

an

all-out assault
on the “deep

state” and
the

“administrative state,” Trump’s phrases

for experts
within

the
federal government.

57
The

Trump Administration
began

systematically dismantling federal
expertise in

areas Republicans
and the

Presi

dent didn’t like, or found inconvenient.58 At the same time,
he

filled government

posts with former lobbyists
who

stood
to

make a profit
from

destroying
the

agencies they
were put in charge of.

Civil servants
made the

cardinal mistake
of

believing
that they

were
seen by

Trump,
his

administration, and
the

Republican
base as

high-minded individuals
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working
for the betterment of the country

as a whole. However, as
George

Pack

er
observed in

The
Atlantic, “Trump didn’t want

true
professionals. Either you

were loyal,
or you

were
not, and

draining
the

swamp
turned out to mean

getting

rid of those who were not.”59 Civil servants were tools to be used to further an

agenda, and
if

they hindered
it,

they
would

be
discarded.

One of the
first acts

of the
Trump Administration at

the
Department

of
En

ergy
was

to
issue a questionnaire

to
all employees.

It
pointedly asked

whether
indi

viduals
had been

involved in anything
to do

with work
on

anthropogenic climate

change.
The

meaning was clear:
they

were
going to

find anyone who supported

the
scientific consensus

on
climate change,

and then either
sideline

them or force

them out.
“It reminded

me of
McCarthyism,” remarked

one
DOE official.60

From day one, Trump installed
people

who were hostile
to the

agencies
they

led,
were

former
lobbyists helping their

former
clients

get
richer,

or
were

comi

cally unqualified.61 Former
Secretary of State

Rex Tillerson, former
CEO of Exx

on-Mobile, was
frustrated

by
the fact that the State Department

didn’t
operate

like a company.62
Secretary of Energy

Rick Perry
reportedly

didn’t know
what

his

department
actually did

until
a
month before he took the reins.63

The
lower-level transition

team members
weren’t

any
better. Former workers

at the DOE described them as “a handful
of

young ideologues”
who

“mainly
ran

around the
building

insulting
people.” According

to
a
former Obama

adminis

tration official,
“There

was a mentality
that

everything
the

government
does

is

stupid and
bad, and the people in it

are stupid
and

bad.”64 All
Obama

appointees

were forced
out

immediately,
most without

replacement. Thus, critical roles like

CFO at the Department of Energy
went unfilled

for months or
years.

Secretary of Education
Betsy DeVos,

who
did

not
have

any experience in

government, teaching,
or

school administration
prior to her

appointment, was

nominated to head the
Department

of
Education specifically because

she
want

ed to
tear down

the
public

education system.
Her confirmation

hearing
went

so

badly as
to be

a farce.
She

couldn’t answer
the most

basic questions
about her

department,
and opined

that
teachers

need
guns

in the classroom to fend off

grizzly
bear

attacks.65

Ben
Carson

is
a former brain

surgeon
(with offensive views

about
a lot

of

things) who was inexplicably
put

in charge
of

Housing
and Urban

Development

(HUD).66 He
believed poverty motivates people

to
work harder, implying

that

poor people
are

poor because
they’re lazy, which is why

he supported
cutting

HUD’s
budget.67

He didn’t
grow

into
the

job
at HUD

either. During a May 2019

hearing
when

Representative
Katie

Porter
(D-CA)

asked
Carson about

REO
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(Real
Estate

Owned) properties
(a common term for

foreclosures),
he

thought

she
was talking about

Oreo
cookies.

At that point, he had been the
head

of HUD

for over two years.68

ProPublica compiled an expansive list
of

lies told by Trump cabinet nominees

Scott
Pruitt,

Betsy
DeVos, Steven Mnuchin, Tom Price

and
Jeff Sessions during

their confirmation hearings.71 Many
of them

were ridiculous
in

their flimsiness:

DeVos had apparently plagiarized
her

answers
from the

American Legislative
Ex

change Council’s website. As Masha Gessen described it in her book, Surviving

Autocracy: “They were lying
to the

swamp.
They

couldn’t
be bothered

with
the

con

ventions
of

government because
they

found government itself contemptible.”70

The Soviets also believed that
the correct

communist
ideology

would always

result
in the

right solution, pouring millions
of rubles into

researching Lamarck

ian evolution.71 Likewise,
modern

Republicans
seem to

believe
that

education,

expertise,
and

experience are
far less important to

running a government
than

the correct
ideology.

Their solution
for dealing with inconvenient ideologies,

and

the
people who

hold them within the federal
civil service,

is to
make

them go

away,
either by

firing
them,

giving
them

a “window seat,”
or

making
their

lives
so

miserable
they simply

leave.

Putting
people

of
limited intellect,

experience,
ability, imagination, and

edu

cation
in positions

of
authority in government was a

common tactic of
past au

thoritarian regimes. Loyalty and
the

right
ideology

were
the most

prized attributes

and protected leaders from
being challenged by ambitious people

smarter than

they
were.

Despite the
misperception

that Nazi
Germany

functioned
like a finely

tuned piece of German
engineering, it was in

fact corrupt,
inefficient, and filled

with people
promoted

past
their

level
of

competence.
Extreme competence

was

the
exception,

not the rule.72

Tom Nichols
describes the phenomenon where

Americans
in

particular
be

lieve that, “All things are knowable
and

every
opinion on any

subject is
as good

as

any
other.”75 This is

part of
what’s known as

the
Dunning-Kruger

effect: people

who
know

the
least about a subject

are the most
likely

to
believe

they
know a

lot more than they
really do. To

put it
simply,

“The dumber you
are,

the more

confident
you are

that you’re
not

dumb.” Because
they

radically overestimate how

much they know, they are also much more likely to have strong opinions about

things
they

know almost
nothing

about. For example,
people who

can’t find

Ukraine on a map were the most likely to favor U.S. military intervention there.

Because of the amount of
misinformation

being pumped
into

the GOP base

by their media ecosystem, social media
silos,

and
politicians willing

to
exploit
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their ignorance, Republicans
are

particularly vulnerable
to the

Dunning-Kruger

effect. When
asked if

the
U.S.

should bomb Agrabah (the
fictional

kingdom
in

Disney’s Aladdin),
30 percent

Republicans said
we

should,
and

only 13
percent

said
no. This survey was taken during

the
2016

election,
and

found that
Trump

voters were
more than

twice
as

likely
to support the bombing

campaign
against

a fictional nation in a children’s
cartoon as

were Republicans
who supported

another candidate.74 When asked if Arabic numerals (the number system
we

al

ready use)
should

be taught in
school,

72 percent of
Republicans said no,

about

twice
as many as

Democrats. John Dick,
the

British pollster who administered

the
survey,

said the results
were

“the saddest and funniest testament to
American

bigotry we’ve ever
seen in our data.”75

The
internet jokingly reinforces this delusion

of
knowledge. “Rule

34 of the

Internet” states that if you can think
of

something, you
can

find pornography
of

it on the web. A corollary
to this is that no matter

what opinion
you

have, you
can

find a web
page that supports the idea.

You
can

always
surf

Google until you find

confirmation
of the

conclusion you want. People with social media
accounts and

far
too

much
time on

their
hands can

easily find “evidence”
to support

whatever

they already believe and call it “research.”

Combine the
“90

percent of
everything is crap”

idea with the
Dunning-Kru-

ger
effect, freely available misinformation, universal access

to
Google,

and
Pom

mer’s law regarding
how

people’s minds
are

usually
changed for the

worse
by

reading information
on the

internet,
and you end up with

a large population
of

people who almost
universally (mistakenly) believe

they
are experts. Tom Nichols

compared
it

to
an

entire nation of
Cliff Clavins, the know-it-all mailman from

the old sitcom Cheers.76

Lies that
people

want
to

believe
trump

factual information.
When reporters

asked believers in
the

QAnon conspiracy where their
information came from, or

challenged
them to

prove their beliefs,
the responses they got

were almost always

some
variation

of
“go online,”

or
“dig deep.”77

There
have always

been
conspir

acy
theories and

bad
information

in
human history,

but this is the
first time

that

every crackpot
and

kook can broadcast
them to the

world
at

nearly
the speed

of
light.

This completely undermines the
ability

of actual experts to implement

coherent
public policy.

Filling positions of power with people who
have

no experience, and mak

ing the actual experts treat their ideas as
valid, takes a

toll on the experts in

question.
You could

see the light
leaving

the eyes of
Dr.

Birx as she shared the

stage with
Trump,

pretending that his suggestion to use bleach to kill the novel
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corona virus inside of
people wasn’t a

phenomenally stupid idea. This is in part

the
reason

for the
mass exodus

of
government

experts under
Trump and his

incompetent, corrupt cronies and
sycophants.

The
Trumpist “America First” policies, combined with a series

of
deeply

un

popular appointees,78 led
to low

morale and mass resignations.79 Sixty
percent

of

all
career

ambassadors
from the

Department
of

State resigned.80
The

Depart

ment of Justice
was similarly devastated.

It
was

turned into
a
tool for

attacking

Trump’s
enemies

and
defending his

crimes, while
tearing

down civil rights for

women,
people of

color, and
LGBTQ

individuals.81
Career

litigators
who

could

no longer bear the
ethical burden

of what they
were being asked

to do
resigned

in

disgust.
The entire Department of Justice

prosecutorial
team on the

Roger
Stone

case resigned
rather than drop charges under

political
pressure from the White

House.82 The National Labor Relations
Board, under the

leadership
of

Trump

appointees, actively undermined workers’ rights.
Its

civil work
force

was
utterly

demoralized.
The Department of

Education and
Consumer

Financial Protection

Bureau,
also actively

destroyed from
within, fared even worse.

At the
same

time, those left
behind were given

the
nearly impossible task

of

turning
Trump’s venal mafioso instincts into a

coherent
policy. Kiron Skinner,

the
State Department policy director

under
Trump,

described her
assigned duties:

“The
President provides

the hunches and
instincts,

and
it’s

my
job,

and
that

of

Secretary
Pompeo,

to turn those
hunches

and instincts
into hypotheses.”

This
is

the
basis

for
what has

been
called

the
“Trump

Doctrine” in
foreign policy, which

former State Department
policy director Anne-Marie Slaughter described

as
“the

United
States is

a sovereign nation guided
by its

national interest – we’ll
do

for

you if you do for us.”83

Scientists who deal with the realities of climate change were systematically

forced out,
leaving

empty
offices

and
a government incapable

of
performing

vital services
for

agriculture. According
to the

Office
of

Personnel Management,

the
U.S.

has
“lost a generation

of
research,”

as
over 1,600 scientists left

federal

service in
the

first two
years of

Trump’s presidency alone.84
Morale

at
the

Envi

ronmental
Protection

Agency
(EPA) was destroyed

by
Trump appointees rolling

back decades
of

progress.
What happened at the

EPA went far beyond anything

done during previous Republican administrations. “I’ve never seen such an or

chestrated war
on the

environment
or

science,” said Christine Todd Whitman,

former
head

of the
EPA

under George
W.

Bush.85

The
Administration’s disdain

for science
extended

into
foreign policy, where

it

abdicated the country’s role as a global leader. The U.S. withdrawal from the Paris

climate agreements allowed China
and the

European Union
to

claim leadership,
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while giving
other

bad
actors an

excuse. Given
the

projected consequences
of

doing
nothing about

climate change over
the next

decade,
this

could have devas

tating consequences
for

all life
on the

planet.

One of
Trump’s final maneuvers

before the
2020

election
was

to
issue Exec

utive
Order

13957 stripping anyone in
federal

service in “confidential, policy-de-

termining,
policy-making,

or
policy-advocating positions” of their civil service

protections.
In

practical terms, this
means

that doctors, scientists, economists,

and lawyers who provide
expert,

fact-based advice could
be

fired at will
for

failing

to
provide

the
“advice”

the
administration wants.

It
also converted many polit

ically appointed positions
into permanent

ones,
ensuring

that ideologues
put

in

place by
the

Administration would remain when he left.
86

Similarly,
the

Trump Administration also withdrew
from the

World Health

Organization in a fit
of pique during the

COVID-19 pandemic.87
It

also withdrew

from
the Iran

nuclear deal,
not

because
Iran had

violated
it, but

simply because

Trump
and the

base didn’t like it.
As

a result,
the

U.S. reputation
for

upholding

treaties
was damaged,

as
well

as its
international standing and leadership.88

While
these

transactional approaches
to

science, expertise, and foreign policy

might
be

marginally
acceptable for

a
someone running

quasi-legal schemes
in the

New York real estate market,
it
was

hardly
a winning approach

to
a complicated

multilateral world,
where

long
term

U.S.
national

security interests are critically

affected
by

relations with
our

allies
and

adversaries.
The

Trump
Doctrine did

enormous harm to
U.S. interests, and

both
Russia

and China
perceive

our posi

tion in
the

world
as

critically diminished.89

The
consequences

of
policies

based on
anti-science animus are rarely felt

quickly,
or

while
the

people implementing
them

are still in office.
It

will take
de

cades
for

climate
change to create the

“dystopian hellscape”
predicted by experts

on the
subject.90

If
we

stopped
providing public education,

it
would take

decades

for
the country to run out of

educated workers.
If the

EPA
stopped

doing
its job

entirely, large
numbers of people

won’t
drop dead from

hexavalent
chromium

poisoning
next

week,
next month, or

even
next

year.

However,
the

Trump Administration finally
encountered an

issue
where

it

went
up

against
science, and the consequences

were
clear almost

immediately in

the form of the
novel coronavirus. Trump

and GOP
leaders didn’t give a

damn

about
the science, and

tried
to

imagine it away
to

save
the economy

and
their re

election chances.
The

Trump Administration’s anti-science
and

expertise policies

were
compared to

previous
efforts by the tobacco and

petroleum industries to

shut
down

government research
into

their products.91
The

old
and

well-respect
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ed journal Nature
concluded: “The U.S. president’s actions have exacerbated

the

pandemic that has killed
more

than 200,000
people

in
the United

States, rolled

back
environmental and public-health regulations,

and
undermined science

and

scientific institutions. Some of the harm could be permanent.”92

Even exiting
the White House,

Trump
ensured

that
Biden

would
struggle

to restore expertise to
government.

During the
final

months of
his presiden

cy he purged
Pentagon and

Department of Defense boards and
replaced their

members
with unqualified ideologues

who
were

loyal to him. This
included plac

ing
campaign managers Corey Lewandowski and David Bossie on the Defense

Business Board, and Kellyann Conway on the Air Force Academy Board of

Visitors.93

The other
thing we learned, with

the
entire world watching, is that Trump’s

base—47 percent
of the

American population—simply didn’t care how
many

people
died. Hundreds

of
thousands

of
Americans needlessly

succumbed to

COVID-19 between March 2020 and the election on November 3rd, 2020 but this

had no effect
on

their
support of

Trump.

Trump
and

Fox News
Made the

Pandemic Inevitable

“Every
lie

we tell
incurs a debt

to the truth. Sooner or
later, that debt

is
paid.”

Valery Legasov, Chernobyl

“For whatsoever a
man soweth, that shall he also

reap.”

Galatians 6:7,
KJV

COVID-19 brought
an

entirely
new

dimension
to the

conservative war
on

science
and

expertise.
The

failures
of the

Trump Administration
to

contain,
pre

vent,
and

quarantine
the

spread
of the

novel coronavirus
had the

potential to be

felt well
before the

2020 election. Rather
than

taking
decades for the

failures
to be

measurable,
the

consequences
came

within months. Finally, something
happened

to the
Trump Administration which

exposed the
“Fifth Risk”

of
“responding

to

long-term risks with short-term solutions.”94

Trump was never
one to

listen
to experts or

scientists,
and is

nearly
incapable

of
accepting information

he
doesn’t want

to
hear.95

Briefers
were told

not to

present him with information
that contradicted something he had

said
in

public.

COVID-19 was no different; his aides warned Health and Human Services Secre

tary Azar
against briefing

the
President

on the
coronavirus in January,

and
Trump

was consistently
presented

with only best-case scenarios.96 Thus, when
he

finally

was
briefed, he

was motivated
to

downplay
it

for several reasons.
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The
Trump

Administration
wasn’t

in
a
position to respond

effectively even if

they had
taken

it
seriously, however. Trump and John

Bolton had
disbanded

the

National Security Pandemic Response Team in 2018.97
President Obama had left

behind a comprehensive pandemic response plan
for the

Trump White House.

Like almost everything else in
the

bungled transition, it was
lost or

simply
thrown

away
out of

incompetence, disregard
for

expertise,
or

disdain
of anything

related

to the
previous administration.98

Trump
had

made
the economy the focus of

his
pitch to be re-elected,99 and

used the stock
market as a barometer

of his economic
policies.100 Thus,

he
was

reluctant
to do anything about the

coronavirus
that

might negatively
affect con

sumer
confidence,

the
stock market,

or the economy
as a

whole (and thereby
his

re-election
chances).

Trump also never
admits

mistakes
and

dislikes backtracking

or
giving

the
appearance

of
ever having

been
wrong.101 Unsurprisingly,

he de

clared
that the

administration’s initial
responses to

COVID-19
Centers

for
Dis

ease
Control (CDC) tests

were “…all
perfect

like
the

letter was
perfect. The

tran

scription
was perfect. Right?

This
was

not as perfect
as

that but pretty
good.”102

He
also vastly overestimated

his
knowledge

of epidemiology
in a disastrous

demonstration
of the

Dunning-Kruger Effect. “Every
one of these doctors

said:

‘How do you know so
much

about
this?’ Maybe I have a

natural
ability,”

he
boast

ed during
a visit

to the Centers for
Disease

Control (CDC)
in early March 2020.103

To
put this

“natural ability”
in

perspective,
he

also believed that vaccines
cure

disease, and that
the

flu vaccine would prevent
the

spread
of

COVID-19.104
He

was surprised
to hear that people

could
die of the

flu, even though it killed his

grandfather.105

Just days prior
to

this visit,
he had

replaced HHS director Azar with Mike

Pence
as

head
of the

COVID-19
response team. During the press conference

announcing Azar’s ouster, Trump
blamed the

outbreak
on

“open
borders” and

immigrants.
His

son
and

surrogate
Don

Jr. claimed
Democrats

wanted to “kill

millions”
of

Americans with their policies, a
notion

which
Vice

President Pence

seconded.106 Azar was a
former

executive
at

a pharmaceutical
company

and a law

yer, with
no other

experience in public health.
As

such,
his

qualifications
to

lead

HHS
were mediocre.

But he
was still

more
qualified

than the
sycophantic

and

religiously conservative Pence.107
The Vice

President’s
most

prominent previous

foray into public health had
been

during his time as governor
of

Indiana, when

he
went against

the
opinion

of experts and
banned

needle
exchanges. This led

to

the
largest HIV

outbreak
in

the
history

of the
state.108

The
Soviet

response to the Chernobyl
disaster was

to force
all information

regarding
the

disaster
to

flow
directly to Moscow

bureaucrats, apparatchiks,
and
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the
Secretariat first. Similarly,

the
first

order of
business for Pence’s task

force

was making
sure

all
HHS and CDC

information
on

COVID-19 went
through the

Vice
President’s office first before

the
public,

or the
world, could

see
it.109Days

af

ter
replacing Azar, Trump declared

that the danger
had passed,

and the
situation

was
contained

completely. “We
closed

it
down;

we
stopped it.

Otherwise —
the

head of CDC
said last night that

you
would have thousands

of more problems

if we didn’t shut
it
down very early.

That
was a very

early
shutdown, which is

something
we

got
right.”110

Trump overruled
experts’

handling
of the outbreak in

several ways. He
decid

ed to
quarantine passengers

on
a cruise

ship
off

the
coast

of
California, risking

another
mass

outbreak
like

the
Diamond Princess in Japan.111

He
also overruled

CDC experts
and

decided
against issuing a warning

to the elderly and
frail

to

avoid air travel,
for fear that

it would
disrupt the economy and send

a message

that
everything might

not
actually

be perfect and under
control.112

The
initial U.S.

response to the
virus was slow, weak, and ineffective

compared

to other
developed nations with similar outbreaks.113 Countries

hit early
and

hard,

such
as

South
Korea, Japan, and Italy, managed

to tamp
down

the
infection

to

low levels within months.
This pushed

a second wave
farther into the

future,

unlike
the

U.S., which never really
got

past
the

first wave.114 President Trump,
by

comparison, was promising
to

continue
to hold

his campaign rallies
on March

7th,

long after other countries had
locked

down.
“We’re going

to
have

tremendous

rallies,”
he

told
reporters at

his Mar-a-Lago
estate in

Florida.
“I’m not concerned

at all.”115

Trump
and his media

surrogates worked diligently
to

downplay
any sort of

concern among the
base, working

to
silence

the
voices

of experts
at

the
CDC,

and obscure
anything

that
might cause worry. Rush Limbaugh declared

coro

navirus an “overhyped
hoax” meant to derail the

president’s reelection chanc

es.116
He

also
promoted the

conspiracy
theory that

Dr.
Nancy

Messonnier, a
se

nior CDC official handling
the

COVID-19 response, was
part of

a
plot to hurt

Trump.117A guest
on Laura

Ingraham’s Fox
News

show
told

people
not to

listen

to the CDC about COVID-19
because

it’s a “highly politicized [liberal] organiza

tion.”118 White House National Economic
Council

Director Larry Kudlow went

on CNBC to contradict the CDC’s warnings: “We have contained this, I won’t

say airtight
but pretty close to

airtight.”119 Trump even went
so far as to

call
in to

the Sean
Hannity Show

on
Fox

and
claim

that
people with coronavirus

get
better,

“by, you know, sitting around and even going to work.”120 He also contradicted

the CDC's
mortality

rate numbers and
insisted there’s little difference between

COVID-19 and the flu.121
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During the
2020 campaign, Trump

made
it
clear that

scientists
and the experts

were
the

enemy. During his rallies
he repeatedly threatened that if he lost the

election,
Biden would, “listen

to the
scientists.”122 Fox

News
host

Laura Ingraham

picked
up on this

messaging
as

well during
her

show:
“When

Biden says we’re

going to let
science drive

our
decisions

that means unelected
medical

experts

will
dictate when

kids
can go to

school,
when

we
can go to

church,
and when

we

can
drive

or
travel anywhere

to
see relatives

or
friends.”123Trump also repeatedly

claimed
that the

virus would simply
go

away when warmer weather came.124 This

unfounded
hypothesis ignored Australia’s

mid-summer
outbreak.

It
was also

the

second
wave

of
Spanish Flu in

the
fall

of
1918

that
caused

most of the
fatalities

in the
U.S.125 Regardless, U.S. COVID-19 cases

surged throughout the
summer,

peaking
in

mid-July 2020,
and

again
that

winter.

Despite
top experts at the CDC

being gagged,126
the

organization had been

trying to
warn

the
public

of the danger of
COVID-19 since

early
January 2020.127

Later,
during the

phase
where

containment might have
been

possible,
the tests

issued
by CDC

were failing
to

reliably
detect

COVID-19
due to

contamination

of the
reagents. FDA policy

made it
difficult

for other
organizations

from
devel

oping their
own

tests.128 To make matters worse, only
people

who
had

traveled
to

an
infected area,

or had
contact with a

person known to be infected,
were allowed

to be tested.129 This made it difficult to detect
community

transmission, creating

a
situation where there

was a high
degree of uncertainty

over
how many people

were infected and artificially lowering
the number of

confirmed cases.130

This was, in
part,

intentional. Trump actively
encouraged

Pence
and the CDC

to
keep

the numbers
low.131

The CDC
obliged

and stopped
tracking

how many

people
were being

tested.
Thus,

CDC reported
cases lagged

behind European

Union and Johns Hopkins University estimates.
At the same

time, Trump hinted

that
he

wanted even less
testing because

that would lower
the number of con

firmed cases. “Every
time

you
test,

you find a case,
and it gets reported in the

news: We
found more

cases.
If

instead
of

50 [million], we
did

25, we’d have half

the number of
cases,”

he
complained during

an
interview with

Chris
Wallace

on

Fox News.132

Defying Trump in late February
of

2020,
the CDC

warned
that the spread

of
coronavirus

in the
U.S. “appears inevitable,”133

and
that hospitals “may

be

overwhelmed.”134 Despite White
House

claims that
there

was
no

danger, numer

ous
epidemiologists

agreed
that

the
high transmission

rate of
coronavirus and

the
lack

of
any immunity meant

that anywhere
between 40

to
70

percent of the

world’s population
could become infected if steps

were
not

taken
to

keep it
in

check.135 Dr. James Lawler, a professor
at the

University
of

Nebraska Medical
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Center, briefed
the

American
Hospital

Association
to be

prepared
for 96

million

infected and 480,000 dead based on his calculations.136 Behind closed doors, sci

entists within
the

government secretly
fumed

over
the damage

Trump’s misin

formation was
doing to

public health.137 Later,
the

Trump White
House

installed

the
equivalent

of
zampolits (Soviet political officers)

at the CDC to
keep an

eye on

director Robert Redfield, and ensure
that what

came
out of the CDC conformed

with
expected

political messaging.138

Tests
remained

in
short

supply
for

months,
and

first responders were woefully

unprepared
in terms of both equipment

and training.139 Lack
of

communication,

federal
guidance

and
coordination

meant
that many

of them
had

no idea they

were dealing with
suspected cases of the

virus.140
At the same

time,
the

U.S. was

uniquely vulnerable
among the

developed world
nations to an

epidemic
due to

lack
of

insurance, high individual health care costs,
no federal

sick leave laws for

workers, and people being told,
“Come in to

work
or

you’re fired.”141
The

U.S.

also ranked 32nd
out of 40

Organization
for

Economic Co-operation and Devel

opment (OECD)
countries in hospital

beds per
1,000 people

to
begin

with.

On
March

3,
2020, Jennifer Wright,

author of Get
Well

Soon:
History’s Worst

Plagues and
the Heroes Who

Fought
Them,

identified four ways governments fail
at

dealing
with

epidemics:
deny the

disease
is

a
problem, suppress

scientific
infor

mation, blame minorities, and claim those who fall ill are doing so because they

are sinners. She noted the U.S. had “achieved” the first three immediately.142
Oth

er experts offered
similar warnings. Only days

before the
U.S.

shut
down in March

2020, Dr. Joshua
Sharfstein, Vice Dean

at Johns Hopkins Bloomberg
School of

Public Health and author
of The

Public
Health

Crisis Survival Guide, offered
pre

scient guidance as well.
When he

reviewed
the

history
of such

crises,
he found,

“One
of the huge

lessons is: don’t politicize
the

communications. You really
need

credible
communicators

who people
believe.”143

The
Trump Administration

did the opposite. They
elevated misinformation,

politicized it on
Fox

News such that most of the GOP base
was unwilling

to

accept truth. Experts
like Dr. Fauci were demonized and sidelined because his

message
didn’t

match the party
line. Trump

and
Fox

News touted miracle cures

that were pure
quackery, like hydroxychloroquine.

The White House later put

cardiologist
Scott

Atlas,
who

advocated
for letting

everyone
get the

devastating

disease to
build

“herd
immunity,”

in
charge

of the response
instead

of actual

experts.144
As such, it came as

little surprise
to those

paying attention
that by

election
day 2020, about 235,000

Americans
were

dead of the
disease.

The
toll

would
continue to rise to

eventually surpass
the

worst
case numbers described

by
Dr. Lawler.
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Trump and Fox were preaching
to

a credulous audience. Research from 2015

showed
that

Christian nationalist ideologies (i.e.,
the

Trump base)
are

correlat

ed
with anti-vaccine beliefs.145 Ultimately, Trump was successful in spreading

the

messages he
wanted. Unfortunately,

those
messages were

both wrong
and dan

gerous. A
study by

researchers at
Cornell

University, which examined 38 million

English language
social

media posts, concluded
that, “The

President of the Unit

ed States
was likely

the
largest driver

of the
COVID-19 misinformation ‘info

demic.’”146
This observation of

Trump’s
disastrous

influence
on the American

digital information ecosystem was confirmed
when,

after Trump was
banned by

Twitter, misinformation about the 2020 election plunged by 73 percent.147

Polling data
by the

Public Religion Research
Institute

(PRRI) showed
that

President Trump was
the

only
source of

information a majority (58
percent) of

Fox
News

Republicans believed provided accurate information
and

advice
about

the
coronavirus pandemic.

No
Fox

News
Republicans surveyed

(out of
hundreds

sampled)
reported

a
lot of trust

in Joe
Biden to

provide accurate information

or
advice. Only 30

percent of
Fox

News
Republicans agreed

that
Trump

and

people in his
administration contracted

the
coronavirus

because they
behaved

irresponsibly,
compared

with
69 percent of

all Americans.148

Thus,
despite

Trump’s inept
leadership

and
chaotic

messaging,
he succeeded in

his
goal: discrediting

the CDC
and convincing

the
Trumpist base

that
everything

was just hunky-dory.149 Pew Research
found that

94
percent of

people who relied

on
Trump

for
information

on
COVID-19 thought his messaging

on the outbreak

had been
completely

or mostly
right. Similarly,

those who got their
information

from Fox News or talk radio
thought the

same.150
According to

a Reuters/Ipsos

poll
from March

2020,
only 20 percent of

Republicans saw coronavirus
as

an im

minent
threat

to the
U.S.

Less than
half were washing

their
hands

more, and only

3
percent

changing
their

travel plans.
In

every case, Democrats were significantly

more
likely

to
take

the
threat seriously.151

On
election day 2020, 93

percent the
376 counties with

the
highest COVID-19

rates per
capita went

for
Trump.152

Other
studies

returned
similar numbers: Re

publicans were
much

less likely
to

socially and physically distance themselves

during
the

pandemic,
and

were
thus much more

likely
to contract

COVID-19.

They
also

found that
those who watched Fox

News
were

more
likely

to contract

the
deadly disease.153

After
decades

of
undermining

and
demonizing academics,

scientists,
and

subject
matter

experts, conservatives
and

Fox News
had

successfully

managed to
convince

the
vast majority

of their
political

base to
ignore

the people

trying to
save

them from
a
pandemic

highly lethal
to

people over
the

age of 60.154

The median age of a Fox News viewer is 68.155
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The
Worst

Danger of
a Post-Truth World

“But it
was

all right, everything was
all

right,
the

struggle was finished.
He had won

the victory over
himself.

He loved
Big Brother.”

George Orwell, 1984

While Valery Legasov observed that the debt
to truth

must eventually
be

paid,

the
Trump Administration came very close

to
paying

none
whatsoever in

the
2020

election. Despite
the

carnage
of

2020, despite
the truths

emerging before
the

election, the Republican base looked up,
and

still loved Big Brother.
On

January

1st, 2020 Trump’s aggregate
net

approval rating per FiveThirtyEight was at -11.5.

Heading into the election, it had improved
to

-9.5 points. Despite roughly 235,000

Americans needlessly dying before
the

election,
he

had become
more

popular.

Estimates by
epidemiologists

in April
2020 showing

that
an effective

and

timely response
could have

reduced the death toll by 90 percent had no effect on

Trump’s approval ratings.156 Conservative
media simply pushed the

narrative
that

the number of
deaths

reported by the CDC
was

greatly
inflated.

The
base

be

lieved it
and

moved
on,

secure
in their

knowledge
that it

was
an

overblown
hoax,

especially after Trump re-tweeted a
post in

support
of

COVID-19
conspiracy

theories.157 Later,
once the deaths started to mount, they

moved
the

goalposts:

despite the
virus

being on
track

to
kill

more
Americans than World War

II in

one-fourth the
time, 57

percent of
Republicans saw

the losses as
“acceptable.”158

It didn’t matter that as the summer of
2020 wore

on,
it increasingly

came to

light that Trump’s mishandling
of the

crisis lined
the

pockets
of the

rich
and

those
seeking

to curry
favor.159

Nor that
early

in the
crisis

the White House
nixed

plans by
the United States

Postal Service
to send

five high-quality masks
to

every

household in the U.S.160 Or that Trump handed over the COVID-19 industrial

response to his
completely unqualified son-in-law Jared Kushner,

who botched

the entire effort and produced nothing more than
3,500 “spoiled

and
unusable”

kits
at

a cost
of 52

million dollars.161
Nor that

Kushner’s solution
to people in

blue states with COVID-19 was “that’s their problem.”162

Bob
Woodward

of the
Washington Post later released an audio recording

of

Trump saying
on

March 19th, 2020, “I wanted
to

always play it [COVID-19] down.

I still like playing it down because I don’t want
to

create a panic,” (presumably in
the

financial markets which
he

was counting
on to

get him re-elected). Trump also ad

mitted
on

tape
to

knowing that
the

virus was deadly, and far, far worse than “just the

flu,” as
he

had repeatedly dismissed it. “You just breathe
the

air, and that’s how it’s

passed. It’s also more deadly than even your strenuous flus... This is deadly stuff.”163
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was inThese revelations had no effect on his supporters. This part because

their
preferred media sources hardly

spoke
of

it.164
The

day
the

news
of
Wood

ward’s
recordings

broke,
One

America
News

never directly
mentioned

it, and
Lou

Dobbs at
Fox declared Trump had a “great day”

for being
nominated

for
a
Nobel

Prize.
Other

Trump-aligned talking
heads on

Fox explained it away as
meaning

less,
because the

American people knew
that they

were
being

lied
to

from
the

start.165 This was
uttered apparently

without any awareness
of what

Hannah
Ar

endt
had to

say
on the

subject:
namely that

devoted fascists
admire the

cleverness

of leaders
who

lie effectively.

Multiple
sources

also confirmed
that

Trump
had

called
troops who died in the

service
of

their
country

“suckers”
and

“losers.”166
It
had zero

effect on
his rat

ings,
as

his base
refused to

believe
the

“fake news.” Fox went
so

far
as to

bash
the

reports, even
after their

own
reporters

confirmed them.167
They

dismissed them

as
a
symptom of

“Trump
Derangement

Syndrome,” which assumes all critics of

the
president

harbor an
irrational

hatred of him (rather than
a rational

one borne

out of
watching

hundreds of
thousands

of people
die needlessly).168

Thus, literally
nothing can

dissuade Trump’s base
from

full-throated
support

of him. Not screaming
children in cages.

Not the
lies

that led to the carnage

that
Bob

Woodward
recorded. Not

his disdain
for American

troops.
Not

his

observation that COVID-19 might
be

a
good thing

because
he

wouldn’t have
to

shake hands with
so many

“disgusting” people
at

rallies.169
Not

even
hundreds of

thousands
of

Americans dying
due to

his lies, incompetence, and desire
to put

the
stock market and

re-election
first. Given

the
age

demographics of those
who

died, a great deal of them were his own supporters. The fact that all of this barely

moved
the

needle is astounding.
These suggest the cult of

personality and
degree

of
hyper-polarization involved.

Even
though

Trump lost
the

election,
it
was by

less than
a

total of
43,000

votes
in

a handful
of

swing states. Biden’s margin
in

2020 was only
about

two

points
better

than Clinton’s
in

2016. Republicans almost held
the Senate in an

election
cycle

that
didn’t favor

them, and made unexpected
gains

in the
House,

as
well as in

state
legislatures.

All in
all, it was

not
a repudiation

of
Trumpism.

Like
the

protagonist
in

Orwell’s seminal novel,
no matter

what Trump
did to

his

base they
still loved

him. GOP
and white evangelical

turnout
during

the
2020

election
was

record
setting. Historian Timothy Snyder called

this phenomenon

sadopopulism
in

his
book The Road to

Unfreedom.
He describes

sadopopulism as

a political movement wherein
an

oligarchy makes
great

promises
to

its base
but

ends up hurting them
deliberately

so
that

the
base will look

to the
leader

more to

stop the
pain.170
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Other
researchers

found that
Republicans were likely

to
believe

the
basics

of

QAnon, even if
they

had never heard
of

QAnon itself. Almost half
of

Trump

voters believe
that Democrats run

a
secret

child sex-trafficking cabal, and
that

Trump was
trying to

dismantle
it,

regardless
of

whether
or not they

had ever

heard
of

QAnon.171 This
suggests that

Trump
supporters are

already primed
to

believe absurdities whenever
they

are applied in a way
that

paints Democrats as

evil beyond description. Which
then begs the

most uncomfortable
question of

all:
if

Trump’s
supporters

(i.e.
the

vast majority
of

Republicans) were willing
to

enthusiastically support
him when he

callously allowed the deaths of hundreds

of
thousands

of
his followers

and American
troops,

how
would

they
have reacted

if it were
their mutual

enemies
being

imprisoned
or

killed?
And what

if
the

base

generally believes
the people

targeted are pedophiles
and

child murderers?

The
evidence we have

on
hand

suggests that they
would have

either
fallen

in

line
in support of it or deny it

was happening,
just as they

have with everything

else
he has

done,
no matter

how awful.
The danger

is closer,
more

profound,
and

more real than
most people

choose to
believe,

because doing
so requires

us to

look into a Nietzschean abyss within ourselves as self-identified Americans. As

Voltaire observed,
“Those who can make

you believe absurdities can
make

you commit atrocities.”

Trump
may be gone from the White House, but

every
other

thing
that made

him possible
remains,

and this creates an
incredibly

dangerous environment in

the long run.
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Six

Christian Nationalism

“I
reject

your
reality and substitute

my
own!”

Adam Savage

W
hite

evangelicals have their own
set of tribal

epistemologies, which
do not

necessarily conform
with

reality as the rest of us know it. Consider
David

Barton, the
evangelical

“scholar” with no
formal

background as
a historian.

In

2012
he

wrote a
book titled The

Jefferson
Lies: Exposing the Myths

You’ve
Always Be

lieved
about

Thomas
Jefferson.

He argued that
Jefferson was really a conservative and

opposed the separation of
church

and
state.

The book
was

so
riddled

with errors

that the
publisher

retracted it, and it
was voted

the “least
credible

history book

ever”
by readers of the History News Network.1 (Lest you think this

was liberal

bias,
the book that came

in
second

was A People’s
History of the United

States, and

the scholars who initially debunked Barton’s book came from the Grove City

College
of

Pennsylvania, a conservative Christian institution.)

The
lack

of
factual evidence didn’t matter

to
evangelicals, however;

the book

made The New
York Times bestseller list. Leading conservatives like

Newt
Gingrich

and
Mike Huckabee lined

up to endorse it. The
lesson from this

is
that evangel

icals
are

a
demographic

eager
to

reject objective reality
and substitute their own.

This
is a major reason why

they
believed

that
Trump was

the best
person

to be

president
of

a
nuclear armed

superpower.

No
demographic

has been
a
stronger

supporter
of

Trump
and

Trumpism

than white evangelicals. Based
on

a 2018 survey, broadly speaking, Republicans

fall into three “tribes”: moderates, traditional conservatives, and devoted con

servatives.2 Moderates
tend to be

your chamber-of-commerce-style Republicans,

who
don’t actively

hate or
fear minorities,

but
take a

more
libertarian

approach

to
policy.

When
it
comes to

others, their attitude is, “Can’t we all
just get

along?,”

although
they

are
uninterested in doing the things needed to

lift
up

traditionally

marginalized people.
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The
religious right falls across “traditional conservatives” and “devoted

con

servatives,”
being

strongly motivated by both “freedom
of

religion” (making

America a Christian nation)
and

xenophobia toward immigrants and Muslims.

The primary
difference between

these
two

groups is that
“traditional

conser

vatives” are more motivated by conservative Christian beliefs, while “devoted

conservatives”
(though

generally conservative
and

Christian)
are more

motivated

by
xenophobia.

By
this taxonomy, roughly 63 percent of conservatives are what

would
be

considered
part of the

Christian right.

Figure
5.
A Taxonomy

of
Voter Types

SOURCE: D. A. Yudkin,

Hidden Tribes: A
Study of

America’s Polarized Landscape.3

Some
people in

the
field,

such
as Daniel Yudkin (above).

Andrew
Whitehead,

and Samuel
Perry in Taking

America
Back

for God try to
separate Christian

Na

tionalism
from

white supremacy and racism. However,
data

analysis
by

Robert

P. Jones demonstrates a tight correlation between
white

supremacy
and

Christian

nationalism
that cuts both

ways. Using surveys that
measure

racist attitudes
and

beliefs among religious
groups in the

U.S.,
he found

prevalent racist attitudes

among most
white Christians, particularly

among
evangelicals. Jones found

that

racist attitudes were strongly predictive
of

whites identifying as Christian,4
and

that evangelicals with
the

most racist attitudes were
four

times
more

likely
to be

weekly church goers.5

The
religious right has a long history

of
courting overt racists. Paul Wey

rich observed that Klansman David Duke, who
ran for

governor
of

Louisiana

in
1990, raised important issues “of fundamental fairness and colorblindness

in

race relations, welfare, and destruction of families, and unchecked crime.”6 Tony

Perkins,
current

president
of the

highly influential Family Research Council, paid
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Duke $82,500
for

his mailing list
when he ran for

office in Louisiana
in

1996,

and has spoken at the white nationalist Council of Conservative Citizens.7 Sarah

Posner, in
her book

Unholy:
Why

White Evangelicals Worship
at the Altar of

Donald

Trump,
describes

over
the

course
of

several chapters
the

myriad ways that white

nationalism, and white evangelicals
as

a political entity,
are

inextricably entwined.

Her
observation

is
backed

up by the data
in this chapter:

white
evangelicals hold

generally hostile views towards
the

same
groups that

white nationalists do.

Polling
data by the

Pew Research
Center

backs
up the accuracy of the obser

vation.
About

60
percent of

Republicans would
be

considered
part of the Chris

tian
right. When

looking
at

all Republicans, including those who
lean

Republican,

only 44
percent

support same-sex marriage as
opposed to

88
percent of Dem

ocrats. Remove
the

Republican leaners and only 37
percent of core

Republicans

support
it. This serves as a reasonable

proxy for
conservative religious beliefs,

and demonstrates
that

no matter how you
slice

the
data,

the GOP is dominated

by
people with conservative

(or
intolerant) religious beliefs,

not
just

of LGBTQ

people,
but

also
of

immigrants, Muslims, Blacks, and
other

minorities.8 According

to
Pew, 25.4

percent of the
U.S. identifies

as
evangelical Protestant

(of
all

races),

and
20.4

percent
identify as Catholic.9

About
16

percent of the
U.S. self-reports

as white evangelicals, according to another survey.10

Within
the

Christian right, white evangelicals
are the dominant

group.
Conser

vative Catholics exert a very
strong

influence
on

politics,
but they are

a small
mi

nority
within a divided

Church
where most

members
actually support same-sex

marriage,
oppose the

religious right
to refuse

service
to LGBTQ

people,
support

access to birth
control,

and
support

other
issues

where the
laity

is
at
odds

with
the

clergy.
Mormons are another

religiously conservative group,
but constitute

only 2

percent of the
population,

and
really only

hold
significant political power in two

states, Utah and Idaho,
where they

are overrepresented in
the

majority party
in

government, which is, of course, the GOP.

There is a toxic confluence of whiteness
and

Christianity, where 64
percent

of white
Catholics and 57

percent of white
mainline

protestants
also voted for

Trump in 2016.11 Conversely,
only

26
percent of

whites with
no

religious affili

ation, and
24

percent of
non-whites, voted

for
Trump.

This difference
between

non-religious
whites

and non-whites isn’t statistically significant.12 Thus, while

white evangelicals weren’t
the

only
white

Christian
group that supported

Trump,

they
are

the
largest

group
within

the GOP that
also

happened to be the most

staunchly pro-Trump. Ryan
Burge of the

Eastern Illinois University used General

Social
Survey data

to look at the
religious evolution

of
Republicans.

He has
sim

ilarly
found that

white evangelicals
are

a plurality
of the

party, with (presumably)
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conservative Catholics
being the second

largest
group

within
the

party. You
can

also see that since 1988
the GOP has been the

party
of

white evangelicals,
and to

a lesser
extent,

highly conservative Catholics.

Figure 6. Religious Composition
of the

Republican Party Over Time

SOURCE: Ryan Burge

These figures
show

why Republicans are
now beholden to

evangelicals
and

their beliefs. In
elections where

every vote matters, it isn’t
enough to carry

evan

gelical voters;
if you are

a Republican
you must

energize
them. George

W.
Bush

beat McCain when unknown
surrogates used

racial animus
against the Senator

from Arizona in
South

Carolina
in

2000, floating
rumors

that his adopted daugh

ter from
Bangladesh was actually his

secret
love child.13

When McCain ran in 2008 against Barack
Obama,

evangelical
support

was

lukewarm
at

best.14
During the

2012 presidential
election, Obama should theo

retically have
been

beatable,
with

his
low

approval numbers,
the country digging

out of
a recession,

and
a Tea Party

fueled by racism leading
a
frenzied

pushback

against him.15
But

Republicans lost,
in

great part
due to the

tepid support
from

evangelicals
for the Mormon

ex-governor
of

Massachusetts Mitt Romney,
whom

they suspected of being
a fake Christian

and
a closet liberal.16 The lessons to

the GOP couldn’t be clearer: If you want
to

win presidential elections, you must

put
someone

out there who
stirs

up the
evangelical base.

The
Public Religion

Research Institute (PRRI) found that in 2004 white evangelicals were
23 percent

of the
population and

23 percent of
voters.

By
2018,

they had shrunk to 16

percent of the
population but grown to 26 percent of voters.17 Given this, you

wouldn’t think
that

Trump, a thrice-married, philandering, serial liar who
cheats

his
contractors would attract much evangelical

support, but he
did

so by
deliber

ately courting them
with

his
campaign rhetoric,

and during
a
meeting

with over a

thousand conservative Christian leaders.18

114



American Fascism

He
told

them exactly what they
wanted

to hear:
that conservative Christians

like themselves were being
persecuted, and that they

didn’t really have religious

freedom. He
promised

them an
administration

that
would

grant them broad
lat

itude to
discriminate

and
bring religion into government, schools,

and the
work

place.
His

campaign singled
out

Muslims and immigrants
as

a
danger to the

U.S.,

and resorted
repeatedly

to
racial

dog
whistles like “American carnage” referring

to
crime

in cities
(presumably

caused by
Blacks and Latinos).19

He
promised

to
strike down

the
Johnson

Amendment,
which prevented

churches
from

making unlimited political
contributions and

supporting specific

candidates without losing their tax-exempt status.20
He promised to put

conser

vative
Supreme Court

justices
on the bench

who would interpret religious
free

dom as
broadly

and as
favorably

as
possible

to them. These
same justices would

also presumably strike down Roe v. Wade (right
to

abortion) and Obergefell v. Hodges

(same sex
marriage).

In
addition,

he catered to their
racist

and
xenophobic biases

by
repeatedly singling

out
immigrants and Muslims

as
a threat.

After
two days

of meetings, evangelical leaders were ready to crown him as their King Cyrus

(a
non-believer who, according

to the
Bible, nevertheless

freed
a population

of

Babylonian Jews21).
When confronted

with Trump’s
many

indiscretions,
the white

evangelical
response

has
often been,

“Yes, we
know

he’s going to hell. But we

don’t care because he’s furthering the cause of God.”

In
a 2011 poll, 60

percent of
white evangelicals surveyed said

that
a public

official
who

“commits an
immoral act in

their
personal

life” cannot still “behave

ethically
and

fulfill their duties
in their

public
and

professional life.”
By

2016
that

number had dropped to 20 percent
in response

to
Trump.22 This embraced

the

Gingrich-ian belief that Christians are in a war for power over
America, democ

racy be damned. In the end,
81

percent of white
evangelicals voted

for
Trump

in

2016.23
They

remained
his strongest

supporters.24 You
cannot

separate
the

beliefs

of the
base

of the
Republican Party

from those of
white evangelicals;

the
Venn

Diagram is effectively a circle.

Perhaps
the most stunning

statistic
comes from what

white evangelicals
be

lieved
about

Trump. One
of the

primary tenets of evangelical Christianity
is that

only Christians
can go to

heaven. Yet,
of southern white

evangelicals, only 38
per

cent
believe

that
Trump

is
a Christian.

Despite this
belief that Trump is a

non-be-

liever,
84 percent of

southern white evangelicals still voted
for

him.25
Many

don’t

believe he’s a
good person, or

that
he

shares their beliefs;
he

was simply hurting

the
people

that they
wanted

him to hurt.26

As
a

result, the GOP
positions

on
law

and policy are
essentially

in
lockstep

with the beliefs of white evangelicals, conservative Catholics, and Christian na
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tionalists in
general. Because of the

makeup
of the Supreme Court, this is

likely

to be true for decades to come; and the results
will

be
disastrous. Evangeli

cal
beliefs

are opposed to the majority on
every major

touchstone social issue

in America
today: race, police violence, immigration,

LGBTQ
rights, women’s

rights, health
care (both

reproductive and non-reproductive), voting rights,
and

wealth inequality.
White

evangelicals
also

have
strong

beliefs
about

things
that

normally have
nothing to do

with religion, including
gun control and the envi

ronment. In
every

single case,
evangelicals take

positions that go against
virtually

all the
data,

expertise, and
research we have.

Their
policy

goals
aren’t

just unpop

ular,
but also detached from

reality.
In the process of

trying
to

make
America

into
a
Christian nation, they are adopting

positions that
are

dividing
the

county,

destroying
our

environment, tearing down civil rights,
and

subverting
our dem

ocratic
institutions at

an
exponentially

increasing
rate.

It’s
cute when Adam

Savage said, “I reject
your

reality and substitute
my

own,”

on
Mythbusters. It’s

not
so

cute
when

the
people dictating environmental policy

decide that
climate

change
isn’t real,

and
we

need to burn more
coal.

They are
why we can’t have nice things now—or potentially ever.

The White
Evangelical Mindset

First
and

foremost, the
evangelical backlash is driven by fear. Fear

of
changing

racial demographics, fear
of

a loss
of

political and social power, fear
of

“Islamic

Terrorism,"
fear of

growing acceptance
of

social values
that

are contrary
to their

beliefs,
and

fear
of the

decline
of

white Christian evangelicals
as

a demographic.

While
many of the

beliefs
of white

evangelicals
are not rooted

in reality,
their

instinctive understanding
that the

American landscape is changing
is correct.

The
U.S.

Census Bureau
estimates that regardless

of how
we

set
immigration

policy, whites in
the United States

will
be

a minority
by

2044 (i.e.,
the

U.S. will
be

come
a majority-minority

nation).
27

The percentage of
Republicans who identify

as white
evangelical

has
slowly

started to
slip,

and not because they are
defecting

to the
Democratic Party; instead,

the
number

of
unaffiliated, churchless

“nones”

in the
party

is
growing.

About
two-thirds

of
Americans

support
same-sex mar

riage, while white evangelicals are
the group

least likely
to

support it.28
At the

same time, evangelical populations are aging without replacement.
According to

2016 data,
26 percent of

Americans over
the age of 65 identify

as
white

evangel

icals. For 18-29-year-olds,
the number is

8
percent.29

Some of these
evangelical fears, however,

are
completely irrational—they

are

fueled by
right-wing

news outlets
stoking

the
fires

of
paranoia. Perhaps

the best
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example of this is their
out-of-proportion

fear of
“Islamic Terrorism," which

they
rated

as
their

number one
issue

according to
a 2016 survey.

(No other group

had it rated anywhere close to the top).30 They’re also afraid that
the

government

will ban their Bibles, force their churches to perform
gay weddings, punish

peo

ple for
saying

“Merry
Christmas,”

and
that

the
changing

American
landscape will

make
their

religion illegal.31

In
addition

to
fear, White evangelicals

are
also motivated by a powerful

sense

of
nostalgia.32 According

to
John Fea,

author of
Believe

Me: The
Evangelical

Road to

Donald Trump, this is related
to

their belief
that America

was
better

when
it
was

less racially diverse and when there was a single-dominant culture in the South,

where prayer and Bible reading were
mandatory

in schools,
gender

roles were

clearly defined,
men

were
in charge, and LGBTQ

people stayed
in the closet

for

fear of
discrimination

and moral
opprobrium.33 Donald Trump’s

slogan
“Make

America Great Again”
tapped

into this yearning
for

a
past

that was worse for

most
of

America except
them.

Fea also
cites

a
need for

power as a dominant characteristic
of white

evangeli

cals.34 With
their

cultural influence waning, and their
deep

fear
of where

America

is
going, they

have
dropped

any
pretense of being

a movement based
primari

ly
on

morality (except
perhaps

where
LGBTQ

people are
concerned, and

even

now they advise their members to couch their objections in secular terms) and

have embraced their intrinsically authoritarian instincts.35 Researchers have noted

a consistent link between authoritarian beliefs and voting Republican since
the

1964 Presidential Election.36

Another
peculiar

trait of white
evangelicals,

according to
Dr. Robert P.

Jones,
is what he calls “the white

Christian shuffle.”
They can admit the

horrific

racism of
slavery,

admit that Jim Crow
was

evil, and that the church had some

role in them. But they believe that because they
have

apologized, they are now

absolved
and are thus

blind
to racism and its effects

today.37
They ascribe dif

ferent outcomes for Black people to intrinsic
flaws

in their character or culture,

rather than acknowledge any institutional or cultural barriers remaining in the

U.S.
This creates an inability to see any but the most blatant expressions of

racism.38 In those cases, white Christians ascribe racism to isolated incidents or

individuals,
and do not see them as

a
part of

a
larger problem.39

In the
1950’s, scholars

introduced the concept of
authoritarianism

to describe

“ideological receptivity”
to

“ethnocentric, antidemocratic, proto-fascistic messag

es
in

societies that
emphasized threatening

circumstances
and nationalist

propa

ganda.”40 Later,
it
was boiled down

to three
essential traits: “(1) submission

to

117



Brynn
Tannehill

‘strong’ or
charismatic leaders, (2) aggression against deviants

and
‘weak’scape

goats,
and

(3)
the

holding
of

traditional, conventional views
about

politics
and

morality.”41

Authoritarian beliefs are often triggered
by

fear.42 This explains why
white

evangelicals have supported
harsh

measures
to address

largely imaginary
prob

lems like immigrants destroying America,
or transgender

people in bathrooms.

Numerous
studies have

found
that Trump voters

demonstrated
significantly

more
authoritarian values than

the general
public.43 However, despite holding

traditional views
about

morality
in

general, authoritarian voters
are much more

likely
to

support politicians who lie, which
helps

explain
the

unwavering
support

of
evangelicals for Trump despite his

non-stop
series

of
well-documented false

hoods.44.

Another
feature

common to
Trump voters

is Social
Dominance Orientation

(SDO).
This

is a personality trait
that

is highly predictive
of

political views. Peo

ple
exhibiting SDO desire

to
maintain

or expand the
existing social hierarchy

and

prevent
“out groups”

(people
not

like
them)

from narrowing
the

gap.45
The SDO

trait is associated with
a
lack of

empathy, a
belief

in
social Darwinism, opposi

tion to actions which encourage
equality,

racism, and an
authoritarian outlook.46

This SDO worldview is also more commonly found in men than women.47 When

you consider
that

white evangelicals
represent

conservative whites
in the

south

who
believe

they need to
make

the
U.S. a Christian nation

again, it is not
difficult

to see how the SDO trait folds into their world view.

Outgroup
prejudice, which

is
related

to
Social

Dominance
Orientation, is

bias
or

antipathy against otherwise marginalized groups. Polling data
shows that

white evangelicals hold
the

most strongly negative views
of

atheists, immigrants,

LGBTQ
people, Blacks,

and
Muslims

of any
demographic.48 Authoritarianism

and SDO are
also

both
strongly correlated with a belief in rigid

gender
roles.49

This
makes sense,

when
you consider

that one of the
guiding principles

of
evan

gelicals,
and

conservative Christianity
in

general,
is

that
men are

leaders
and

wom

en’s
proper

role is to support them and make babies.50

Other studies have
shown that they are

also
more

likely
to

act
on prejudic

es than other
groups.

One study of American
Christians and atheists found

that Christians consistently favored
other

Christians and discriminated against

non-Christians in economic cooperation games. Conversely,
the

same
study

found
that

atheists
didn’t favor

other
atheists

or
discriminate against Christians.51

Another
showed

that
Trump

supporters
value

ethnic
antagonism over

demo

cratic
norms. Researchers

found
that

the
strongest

predictor of
anti-democratic

values (e.g.,
the

government shouldn’t
ensure freedom of the

press
or

prevent
po
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litically motivated violence) is a person’s hostility towards ethnic, religious
and ra

cial minorities.
In other

words, Trump
supporters’

values appear highly correlated

with a willingness
to

destroy democracy in order to maintain a white ethno-state.52

There
are

other
demographic characteristics which

set white
evangelicals

apart. They tend to be older
and live

in more
rural environments where

their pop

ulation is becoming
more homogeneous as

their children leave
the area and the

church itself.53
As

a
result, they

have less
contact

with
people

unlike themselves,

an
isolation that

tends to feed
and intensify authoritarian beliefs, xenophobia,

and

SDO traits.54

Economic angst has often been cited as
a
factor

in Trump
support

among

“blue collar” Republicans. However,
the data does not

back
this

up.
Some

studies

show that his supporters are
about as well

off as the
average American, while55

others
show

that, on
average,

they are
significantly

better
off.56

What Sets Evangelicals
Apart from Other

Americans

We have explored
many of the

traits
that

are highly correlated with
white

evangelicals: authoritarianism, social dominance orientation, fear, nostalgia,
be

lief
in

traditional
gender

roles, geography,
and

a lack
of

exposure
to

different

kinds
of

people. However,
these traits translate into some

very specific beliefs

and behaviors that
differentiate evangelicals

from the rest of the American

public.
When you look at

evangelical beliefs,
and how out of step they are with

the rest of the
U.S.,

keep in mind that this is the group
setting

domestic policy

and federal/state
law.

They are the group bringing
impact litigation

to the Su

preme Court of the United States (SCOTUS), which will happily sign off on

it now that there is
a
6-3

conservative supermajority.
In the long run, this will

only
serve

to heighten tensions between
evangelicals

and the rest of the
U.S.

population.

Evangelicals
are

first and
foremost

Biblical literalists, who believe that the

King James Version
(KJV) of the

Bible is
the

literal word
of God.

This makes

them
fairly unique;

other
major denominations,

including
Catholics, generally

do

not consider the Bible to be the actual word of God.57 Indeed, the 24 percent

of Americans who believe the Bible is “the actual word of God, and is to be

taken literally, word
for

word,”
is

almost identical (within
the

margin
of error) to

the
25.4

percent of American
adults who identify

as
evangelical.58

This
belief

in

Biblical literalism
is the

lowest
percentage seen

since Gallup polling first started

asking
this question

in 1976,
and

makes evangelicals even
more of an

outlier as

time goes
by.59 This literal, fundamentalist stance

has
wide-ranging

effects on

evangelicals’ views
of other

Americans. For
instance, 57 percent of

white evan
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gelicals say
it

is
very important to be

a Christian
to be

a “true American.”60 Just
29

percent of
Catholics,

27 percent of
white mainline Protestants, and 9

percent of

the
religiously unaffiliated agree with

this statement. It becomes
even

more harsh

when one considers the fact that the unaffiliated
(or

“nones”)
are now the

largest

religious
demographic

inside the U.S.61

The
white evangelical belief in Trump was unwavering

and greater than any

other
religious

group by
a wide margin.

They are the only
religious

demographic

where
only a minority

(47 percent)
believe that Trump has

damaged the
dignity

of the
office

of
President.

One-quarter of
all

white
evangelicals say

there
is liter

ally
nothing

Trump
could do that

would affect
their support of him, the highest

among
any

group
surveyed.62

An
interesting correlation

is that
evangelical denominations are typical

ly
among

the
least

educated
religious

groups
in

the United
States. Educational

attainment
is negatively correlated with support

for
Trump (i.e., less

educated

people
are

far more
likely

to support
Trump).63 Research shows

that
religious

fundamentalists are also much
more

likely
to

believe
the sorts of

fake
news and

conspiracy theories
that got the

base
out

during
the

2016 election and
permeated

the environment in the period.64

Evangelicals were also isolated in their
support of

his agenda
and the

direction

he
was taking

the
country.65 Sixty-one percent

of
white evangelical protestants

thought
the

country was
on the

right track, whereas only 37 percent
of

white main

line Protestants and 39 percent
of

Catholics agreed with this statement.
Among

all

Americans,
the number

was even lower at
35 percent.

Another
key difference related

to
racism and xenophobia is

the white
evan

gelical attitude towards changing demographics in
the

United States.
White

evan

gelicals
are the only

religious
group where

a majority (52
percent)

believe
that

becoming
a majority non-white

country is
a
bad

thing.
Only 39 percent of white

mainline Protestants,
32 percent of

Catholics,
and 23 percent of the

religiously

unaffiliated agree.66 This statistic touches
on

a
lot of other

major divisive issues,

from race
relations

to
immigration

to
wealth inequality (discussed

further
in this

chapter).
It

isn’t religious
scripture or

doctrine shaping evangelicals’ ideas
on race;

rather
it is

their
whiteness. Black

and
Hispanic evangelicals

are far
less conserva

tive than white evangelicals.67

White evangelicals are
the only group where

a majority
(60 percent)

believes

that churches are doing a
good job responding to

issues
of

sexual harassment
and

assault. Only
42 percent of white

mainline Protestants and white Catholics hold

this view. Hispanic Catholics
(who

have
been

hit hardest
by the

shuffling
of pe
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dophile priests between dioceses) take
an

even dimmer view, with
only

29
percent

approving
of the

Church’s handling
of the

issue.
As for the

religiously unaffil

iated,
only 17 percent

believe churches
are doing

a
good

job handling these.
At

the
same time, while

there
have

been
well-documented

cases of
systemic sexual

abuse and
cover-ups within evangelical churches, white evangelicals are

the
least

likely
to be aware of them.68

Attitudinally, white evangelicals
are

very different
from the rest of the United

States. Their outlier beliefs also translate
into being

an outlier
on

law
and

policy

like no
other

group.

Positions
on

Specific Issues

As
described in

the
section above, white evangelicals

are
very different

from

the rest of the United States
in

their
views.

The
GOP,

the
Trump Administration,

and
white evangelicals are almost

entirely
in lockstep

on
policy.

The
same cannot

be
said

for any other
religious group,

who go
against at least

some of the
GOP’s

policies. (For
instance, the

Vatican
and

U.S. Catholics aren’t supportive
of

U.S.

immigration, asylum, and
refugee

policies
under the

Trump
Administration.)

White evangelicals, however,
are

supportive
across the

board.
When it comes

to the
“hot

button”
issues

in
American politics,

white
evangelicals have

pushed

the GOP further and
further to the

right.

Race Relations

“Whites, it must
frankly be said,

are not putting in
a similar

mass effort to
reedu

cate themselves out of their racial ignorance. It is an aspect of their
sense

of
superior

ity that the white people of
America

believe they have so little to learn.”

Martin Luther King, Jr.

When
discussing

the
history

of
racism, several facts are inescapable.

The
first

is that
white evangelicals were more-or-less running

the
American

South
during

slavery
and

Jim
Crow and fought

desperately
to

preserve
both. The second

is

that
the modern

Republican Party is
the party of the

white
southern

evangelicals

and, by
association,

the
American

South
(which

is
solidly Republican, with

their

strongest
supporters being white

evangelicals). Given everything we
know

about

white
evangelicals described so

far in this
book,

one
would have

to
assume

that

they
magically

became
totally unbiased, and

that some other group
picked

up
the

racism ball and
ran

with
it, to come to the

conclusion
that white

evangelicals
and

the
party

they control are not
fundamentally responsible

for the
dismal state

of

race relations today.
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Occam’s razor,
and the

empirical evidence available,
both

strongly
suggest that

the
people who were

the
worst racists

and the most dead set
against civil rights

55 years ago
have similar demographics today.

The data supports
this conclusion.

White
evangelicals

hold
beliefs

about
race

that
are wildly

out of step
with

the rest

of the nation. They are the
least likely,

by
a wide margin,

to
believe that racism

against black people actually happens. While
57 percent of

Americans believe

there is “a lot” of discrimination against black people,
only

36
percent of white

evangelicals believe this.69 Conversely, an
astounding 57 percent of

white evan

gelicals believe
there is

“a
lot” of

discrimination against Christians
in the

U.S.70

Two-thirds
of white

evangelicals believe that discrimination against
whites

is as

big
a
problem

as discrimination against black people.71

It
takes a particular level

of
detachment

from
reality

to conclude that
you, as

the
dominant

group
within

the dominant
party that controls most

of the
U.S.

government, are
more put-upon

than
the people

you enslaved
who

have very

little financial
clout or

representation in government
and

are still
the

victims
of

iron-clad factually-documented,
endemic institutional

racism.

White evangelicals are
more or less

blind
to

overt racism. While
54 percent

of the
public believe President Trump’s decisions

and
behavior have

encouraged

white supremacists, only 26
percent of

white evangelicals do. This is
by far the

lowest
of any

group, including
white

Catholics and white mainline Protestants.72

A Quinnipiac University
poll put the number of

white evangelicals
who

believe

Trump is racist even lower,
at 21

percent.73
If they could not see

it in Trump, who

has
a
long

history
of documented and recorded

race-baiting, it
is no

wonder
they

can’t
see it in

themselves. Fifty-three
percent of white

evangelicals believe
that

black people could
earn as

much as whites
if “they

just
tried

harder,” which is

simply a
euphemism

for calling black people lazy.74 Seventy-two
percent of white

evangelicals believe that killings
of unarmed

black people are “isolated incidents.”

Fifty-seven
percent of

white evangelicals believe
that the criminal

justice system

treats whites, blacks and minorities equally,75 despite a mountain
of

empirical,

peer-reviewed evidence
that

says
exactly the

opposite.76 Black Americans
see it

much
differently. Eighty-one

percent of
Blacks believe that

such
shootings

are

not
isolated incidents,

but rather
part

of
a
pattern of

police hostility
and

indiffer

ence to black lives.77

It was noted earlier that white evangelicals have a social dominance orienta

tion,
which leads

to
hostility towards efforts

to
make society

more
equal. This

applies
to

race issues
as

well,
where 63 percent of

white evangelicals (higher
than

that
of any other

religious
group)

believe
that

enough
has been done

already
to

compensate Blacks
for

slavery, Jim Crow, and
the

racial
inequities of the

past.78
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Efforts by
Blacks

to
speak

out
peacefully

against the
system are

met
with

absolute
apoplexy

by
white evangelicals and

the
religious right.

When African

American athletes knelt during the national anthem,
90 percent of

Republicans

believed
they should

have
been

legally compelled
to

stand.79 Conversely, 85
per

cent of white
evangelicals

see Confederate monuments and
flags

as more
a sym

bol of Southern pride
than

of
racism. Only

about
20

percent of
Black

Protes

tants agree.80

One of the worst side-effects of white evangelical influence is that Republi

cans, usually have
no

fear
of

challenges
from the

left in general elections
due to

gerrymandering.
They

do fear challenges from
the

right
and

are
thus

susceptible

to
“ethnic outbidding.” This is

the phenomenon
where “political leaders

com

peting for support from
an

ethnically
homogeneous group

(in this case,
the ma

jority-white, majority-Christian GOP) have really strong incentives
to

demonize

outgroups to
gain political support.

Once that
process

has
started,

this
rhetoric

increases
the

hostility,
and

each candidate may
try to one-up the

others
to

compete

for a bloc of voters who hate or fear that outgroup.”81 This would explain why

Republican dog-whistles are growing stronger.

Guns

“The problem is not the absence of
laws. It’s

an absence of morality.
It’s

really the

result of
a

decades-long march through the institutions of America, driving religion

and God from the public square.”

Tony Perkins

The
United

States suffers from
gun-related violence and mass shootings

at

rate
higher

than
anywhere else in

the
developed world, and higher than

most

developing countries.
Gun

laws are lax compared
to

almost everywhere else
in

the
world, and

the number of
guns

per capita is
twice as high

as the next
near

est
country.82

Support for
additional gun

control
after

numerous mass
shootings

during
the

Trump Administration was
as

high as
it has

ever
been,

particularly

since
most of the mass shootings

have
been carried out

using assault rifles with

high-capacity magazines.83

a

White evangelicals, however,
are the group

most
opposed to

any sort
of

gun

control.
After the mass shooting in

Odessa, Texas
in

2019, Senator Ted
Cruz ob

jected to new gun control
laws, calling

self-defense
a “God given” right

that
rules

out any
sort

of new
gun control.84

National
Rifle Association President Wayne

La Pierre echoed these
sentiments, and Jerry Falwell, Jr. went a

step further by

urging students at his
Liberty

University
to get

concealed-carry permits
after the

San Bernardino
mass shooting in 2015.85
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White evangelicals
are the

demographic
most

likely
to
own guns, in

part, be

cause of these attitudes. Some believe that owning a
gun

isn’t
just

a God-given

right,
but

a Biblical
commandment.86

Forty-four
percent of white

evangelicals

own a firearm,
compared with 30 percent of the

overall population
in

a 2019

study
by

Pew Research. Evangelicals are
most

likely
to be

satisfied with
current

gun control
laws (44

percent,
compared

to
30

percent
nationally).

They
are also

the
least likely

to
favor

new gun control
measures.87

Some studies have pointed out that a wide majority
of

white evangelicals support

broader background checks.88 However, their support is lower than any other group

examined, and evangelicals on the whole don’t support background checks for per

son-to-person sales, mental illness diagnoses preventing gun purchases, or “red-flag”

laws.89 Indeed, this same study found that Mormons and white evangelicals were the

only groups where a majority of respondents believed that it should
be

easier to get a

concealed carry permit. One study found that a belief in supernatural evil is bound
up

in policy attitudes that protect
or

expand gun rights, which points shows the connec

tion between white evangelical Biblical literalist beliefs and gun ownership.90

Evangelicals
and Mormons

are also
the

only two
groups

where a majority
op

pose
a
ban on

assault weapons. This
sets them

apart
from

even
the

rest
of the

Republican Party in which 55 percent
of

members favor
an

assault weapon ban.91

Evangelicals
and Mormons

are also
the

least likely
to support

a ban
on

high-capac

ity magazines.92 Even a plurality
of rural

adults supports an assault weapons
ban,

although
there is

a high
degree of

overlap between evangelical and rural voters.93

The
evangelical belief about what causes

mass
shootings

is
very different

from the rest of the
public. Most subject-matter

experts agree,
based

on
facts

and

analysis
of

mass-shooting
data, that the

widespread availability
of

assault rifles

and
high-capacity magazines are

the most
significant

cause of
deadly

mass shoot

ings.
More

centrist Republicans blame mass
shootings on

video games
or mental

illness
(both of

which exist
in other

countries
that

don’t have mass shootings).94

White
evangelical leaders,

on the other hand,
blame it

on
secularism. Family Re

search Council President Tony Perkins claims
that the

teaching
of

evolution
in

schools causes mass shootings.95 Texas Lieutenant Governor Dan Patrick blames

gun
violence

on the
fact

that
Texas

no longer has state
sponsored

mandatory

prayer in school.96

The NRA,
weakened

as it is by
scandals and investigations, remains a powerful

lobby. However,
they

have
to

represent a sizable
portion of the

GOP’s constit

uency
in

order to dictate
policy effectively, while simultaneously thwarting

the

overwhelming will
of the

majority.
The data

clearly shows
that the

NRA constit

uency
draws

more
heavily from white evangelicals

than
any

other
group.97
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LGBTQ Issues

“Stonewall, many people may not
be

aware
of,

was a move
of New

York
of

homosex

uals that
were

pushing back
for

special rights.”

Tony Perkins

White evangelicals
are

consistently
one of the most

hostile
groups

toward

LGBTQ
people. While Jehovah’s Witnesses

tend to be
even less accepting

of

LGBTQ
people

than
evangelicals and Mormons,

they
are a

small
group,

and

their religious beliefs
prohibit them from

participating in
the

political process,

including voting,
because

Jesus refused
to hold

office according
to

their inter

pretation of the
Bible.98

Mormon
views

on LGBTQ
people track fairly closely

in polling with white evangelicals;
but again, Mormons are

a small group,
and

their political clout
is

primarily in
the

Republican
strongholds of

Utah, Idaho
and

Wyoming. Indeed,
the

Utah legislature passed a law banning job discrimination

against
LGBTQ people

(with significant religious carve-outs).

Such laws
in southern

states, where
white

evangelicals dominate
the

political

landscape, are unimaginable. Only
36 percent of white

evangelicals believe gay

people
should

be accepted, compared to
70

percent of
Catholics

and 54 per

cent of
Christians.

They are
also, conversely, much

more
likely

to
believe

that

homosexuality should
be

“discouraged.” This translates
to

discrimination, moral

opprobrium, and
making homosexual relationships illegal again

by
overturning

Lawrence
v. Texas.99

Sodomy
laws remain

on the
books in

12
states,

most of
which

are southern
(i.e.,

where
slave holding was legal),

plus the
two

states
with

the
larg

est per capita Mormon
population,

Utah and
Idaho.100 White evangelical

support

for
legal same

sex
marriage is significantly lower than every

group but Mormons

and
Jehovah’s Witnesses, at 34

percent. Compare this
percentage

to
Catholics,

of whom
66

percent support
same-sex marriage despite

their
religion’s

doctrinal

opposition.101
Indeed, for all the

conservative talk of how hostile Muslims are

to LGBTQ
people, significantly

more
American Muslims believe homosexuality

should
be

accepted
(45 percent) and support

same
sex

marriage
(51 percent) than

white evangelicals.

Support for
a law

that
would

protect LGBTQ people from
discrimination

in

the
same ways

that the
Civil Rights

Act of
1964

protects other groups of people

is lowest among white evangelicals (54
percent), and

far below that
of Mormons

(70
percent).102

The
sampling in

this
polling may skew high, since

it
did

not
ask

about religious carve-outs in
the

legislation. Conversely, white evangelicals are
the

group that most
wants

to
enshrine a religious right

to
discriminate,

and the only

one
where a majority

supports
it.103 Republicans are significantly

more
likely

to re

gard
same-sex marriage

as an
important issue

than
Democrats

or
Independents.104

125



Brynn Tannehill

The
dramatic

shift in
public attitudes towards

LGBTQ
people over

the past

20 years
has exacerbated

the white
evangelical persecution complex.

When
asked

in
a PRRI

study
which

groups
“face a

lot of
discrimination,” white evangelicals

were
by

far
the

least likely
to mention LGBTQ people

(which is ironic, given
that

white evangelicals
are the group most desirous of the

right
to

discriminate
against

them
in

this
same

study).
Only

43 percent of
white evangelicals believe

LGBTQ

people
face a lot

of
discrimination. Conversely,

white
evangelicals were

the group

most likely
to

believe Christians face “a
lot” of

discrimination
at 57 percent.

Evangelicals were
the

only religious
group to

believe that
LGBTQ

people
face

less discrimination than Christians, despite evidence
to the

contrary.105
The study

found the same
pattern

elsewhere; white evangelicals felt
more put upon than

other
historically disadvantaged

groups such
as immigrants, Blacks, and Muslims.

When the Supreme Court ruled in
2020 that

LGBTQ people
have

protections

under “sex
discrimination” laws,

it
reinforced religious conservatives’ perceived

need to
replace Ruth Bader Ginsburg

at
any

cost,
even

if it tore the country
asun

der. However, as
the

largest
bloc

within
the

Republican Party and
one

that
cares

more about LGBTQ
issues

than any group but LGBTQ
people,

white
evangel

ical influence on the GOP
is
why

no
federal law will

protect LGBTQ people

from discrimination for the foreseeable future, unless the filibuster is abolished.

It is
worth noting that

the
filibuster also played a critical role

in
preserving

white

supremacy
in

the
south.106

Climate Change

“A consensus
of peer

reviewed
literature

has nothing
to do

with
truth.”

Trump’s National
Security Council on

climate change

Anthropogenic (human-caused) climate change is likely
to be the most

dan

gerous long-term threat to not
only

our
national security,

but to the
world

and to

mankind as a whole.107 Climate change causes
crop

failure and refugee migration,

which
in turn

leads
to

political instability.108
Because of it,

humans
are

responsi

ble
for

the sixth great
extinction event in Earth’s

4.5
billion-year history,

and

our
survival

as
a
species

is in doubt.109
What is not in doubt

by
actual experts

is

that humans
are the

driving
force

behind climate
change. There

is
no

remaining

meaningful
debate within

the mainstream
scientific community

as to whether the

planet
is warming,

and
whether

humans
are responsible.110

However, white evangelicals are the group least likely to believe in climate change.

A Pew Research study found that only 28 percent
of

white evangelicals believe in an

thropogenic climate change, compared with 50 percent of all U.S. adults. Thirty-three
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percent
of

white evangelicals believe the earth is warming but that humans aren’t

responsible, while the plurality (37 percent) don’t believe the earth is warming at all.

No other group comes close to this level
of

scientific rejection; 41 percent of main

line Protestants and 45 percent
of

white Catholics believe in anthropogenic climate

change; still lower than anywhere else in the developed world, but significantly better

than white evangelicals in the U.S.111 White evangelicals are also the only religious

group where less than half believe that climate change is a crisis
or

a major problem.

Almost twice as many that believe it is not a problem at all as believe that it is a crisis.

Fifty-seven percent are “unconcerned” about climate change, and 30 percent say they

are not concerned at all, more than any other group surveyed.112

They
are also

the
religious

group
least likely

to be
scientifically literate,

or

even to believe what scientists have
to

say. Fewer than 1-in-5 (17
percent) of

white evangelical
Protestants

say
they

pay a
lot of

attention
to news reports

about

developments in science,
compared to

at least
one-quarter of

all
other

major

religious groups. Forty-nine
percent of white

evangelicals say
scientists treat re

ligion and religious
people

with disrespect.
These

numbers
are

almost
identical

to the percentage of
Tea Party

members (51 percent)
who answered similarly.

White
evangelicals are

the group most
likely (52

percent) to
say

that
science

con

flicts with
their

religious beliefs.113 Which helps explain why white evangelicals
are

much more
likely

to
attribute

the
severity

of recent
natural disasters

to the
biblical

“end times”
(77

percent)
than

to
climate change (49

percent). The majority be

lieve
that if there

is anything
going wrong

with
the

environment,
it should be up

to industry
and “the market” to address the issue.

There are
many reasons why

it is more or
less

the
official position

of
evan

gelical churches that humanity
cannot

adversely affect
the

global environment,

thatviable,
CO
and2

doesthatnot cause
climate change,

that
renewable

energy sources
are

not

we should continue
to burn

fossil fuels at an ever-increasing rate

while opposing
any

government
effort to

fight climate change.114
Chapter

seven

discusses
how

oligarchs
and corporations

have deliberately
co-opted

evangelicals

to support their
positions.

The statistics
above

show they
distrust

science and
scientists

(as
described

in

the
last chapter),

and oppose
government

doing anything on general
principle.

They
literally believe

that
government action

to
stop climate change

goes against

God
and

the
Bible,

on the grounds that it
would

hurt poor
people. Which is

ironic, given that
they

have
pushed

policies
that hurt poor

people
of color

for

decades.
There are other

psychological factors at play,
as

well. White evangelical

culture is
deeply

patriarchal and
strict about

enforcing gender roles.
Being

envi

ronmentally conscious
is seen as

weak, unmanly,
and

effeminate.115 This leads
to
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bizarre virtue signaling behaviors
to show how much white

southern evangelicals

despise
people who

believe
in

climate
change

like “rolling coal,” wherein trucks

are
modified

to
dump additional diesel

fuel
into

the engines of their
trucks

caus

ing them to spew forth
a dark black

cloud of
partially

burned
hydrocarbons. Like

voting
for

Trump,
it

is essentially a “**** you and
your

liberal tears”
to people

they see
as elitist, politically

correct,
ungodly,

and
effeminate.

White evangelical leadership encourages
these

views. Evangelical megachurch

pastor
Robert Jeffress

has been one of
Trump’s

closest,
most loyal,

and
powerful

allies since early in
the

2016 campaign.116 Jeffress praised Trump in a Fox
News

interview for skipping a U.N.
summit on

climate change.
Instead,

Trump
opted to

give a
speech on

“religious freedom,”
bemoaning how

Christians are so horribly

oppressed.
“It

is a remarkable
thing

that this president would skip a U.N. climate

change summit
on an imaginary

problem (emphasis added)
to

address
the

very

real problem of
global

persecution of
believers. Think

about
it.
What

president

in
history would have

the guts to do
what President Trump is doing?

And
it’s this

kind
of

leadership
that

is absolutely infuriating
the

president’s enemies,
but

it’s

also energizing
his

base, especially
his

religious base
of

voters.”117

Not 24 hours
later, Jeffress addressed

Greta
Thunberg’s U.N. speech

by de

nying science, claiming that
God

wants
us to exploit the

planet,
and

expressing

the
religious belief

that God
would never let

humanity
cause ecological devasta

tion. “God said he created the environment to serve us, not for us to serve the

environment. This
Greta

Thunberg,
the

16 year old, she was warning today about

the
mass extinction

of
humanity.

Somebody needs to
read

poor Greta
Genesis

Chapter 9,
and tell her the next time

she worries
about

global warming, just
look

at
a rainbow; that’s God’s promise that

the
polar ice

caps
aren’t going

to
melt

and

flood
the

world again.”118

The result of
all

of this
is that a

group of people who are
scientifically illit

erate,
don’t believe science

or
scientists, believe

that
climate policy should

be left

to
corporations, believe that

God
will

step
in

to
save

humanity from
itself,

and

reject
all

the
key

tenets of
climate change research, are able

to
block

most
legisla

tion meant
to

address
the

issue. Which is
to

say:
The

U.S. will
do

nothing,
so

long

as white evangelicals are calling
the

shots. Which
they

will
be

for
the

foreseeable

future
after rigging

the
game

and
preserving

the
filibuster.

While
the title of

this chapter is “White Evangelicals
Are

Why We Can’t have

Nice Things,” in reality, white evangelicals are why 90 percent
of

life
on

earth is

probably doomed
to

extinction in
the

relatively near future.
If

there was any chance

of
staving

off or
mitigating devastating levels

of
climate change, white evangelicals

are ensuring that we miss
the

opportunity.
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Immigration

“Why
are we

having all
these people from shithole

countries
come here?”

Donald J. Trump

The
Trump

Administration enacted
some

of the most
draconian immigration

policies in U.S. history. From
the

travel
ban on

Muslim countries,
to

forcibly
sepa

rating
(sometimes

permanently) parents and
children crossing

the border
seeking

asylum,
to putting

asylum seekers in overcrowded camps and prisons,
to

cutting

the
refugee cap

to the
lowest it

has been
since

the program
was

instituted in

1980,
the

Trump Administration’s policies have
been

remarkable in their cruelty.

However,
the

administration would
not be

doing
these

things if
it
did

not
have

the

absolute support
of its

base, which is white evangelicals.

As has been
described above,

white
evangelicals believe

more than
any

other

group that
immigration

and
increasing racial diversity is

bad for
America. They

are
also

more
hostile

to
immigrants than

any other group by
a wide margin, with

53
percent

describing immigrants
as

a “threat to American values.”119 They are

the
religious

group most
likely

to support the
Trump family separation policy.120

Sixty-eight
percent

believe
the

U.S. has
no

moral obligation
to

take
in

refugees,

far higher than
any other

group,
but

perfectly in line with Republican policy
po

sitions.121
They

are
the group most

likely
to support

building
the

expensive
and

ineffective wall
(65 percent), and the group

least likely
to support

letting
adults

who were brought to the U.S. as children
become

citizens.122 Seventy-five
percent

of white
evangelicals described “the

federal
crackdown

on undocumented immi

grants”
as a positive action,

compared to
just

46 percent of Americans
overall.123

(Presumably,
this includes support for the

unsanitary camps and asylum
courts

where three
year olds

are
forced

to represent
themselves in

front of
a judge.)124

White evangelical
church-goers

almost never
hear about

immigration
from

the
pulpit.125

The
attitudes

seen
above

are based on the
intrinsically xenophobic

and
racist attitudes

of white
evangelicals, whose biases

and fears of an
immigrant

“invasion” are stoked by Republicans and conservative media outlets like Fox

News, One American News Network, Breitbart, Daily Caller and others.126 The con

stant
stream

of
misinformation leads

to
uniquely

white
evangelical beliefs, includ

ing
“immigrants

hurt the
economy”—demonstrably false—and that

immigrants

are
responsible

for more
crimes

than other
groups, which

is
equally false and easy

to debunk if one does minimal research.127

President Trump was directly tapping into these fears during
the

2016 election

when he said
of

Mexican immigrants, “They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing

crime. They’re rapists.”128 Thanks
to

Trump, immigration issues are far more im
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portant
to

white evangelicals than
other

groups, because it directly stimulates their

biases and fears. It was successful enough that President Trump again used an

ti-immigrant agitprop
to try to

get
the

base
to turn out

for the 2018 election.129

Trump’s highly unpopular efforts to overturn the Deferred Action for Child Arriv

als (DACA) executive order and throw hundreds
of

thousands
of

Dreamers out
of

the country
were also an appeal

to
white evangelical elements of his base.

Muslims

“There’s a sickness. They’re sick
people.

There’s a sickness going
on.

There’s a group

of people that
is

very sick.”

Donald J. Trump
on

Muslims

White evangelicals place
more

importance
on

“religious
freedom”

issues
than

any other
group. Polling

around the
2016 Election showed that white evangelicals

were
3.5

times
more

likely
than the

general population
to

say religious
freedom

was
the

most
important

issue
to

them.130
The

Trump Administration made “re

ligious freedom” a
top

priority at
the

State Department, and
the

Department
of

Health and Human Services, forming commissions
to

punish infringements on

“religious liberty,” and treating religious freedom as
the

most important (and
per

haps only) human
right.131

In
practice,

these
beliefs in religious

freedom
only

apply to white
evangelicals

who
want

to be
free

to
discriminate against

anyone they
don’t like. Freedom

from

religiously-based discrimination doesn’t
extend to

Catholics
and

Jews who want

to
adopt children via government-funded evangelical agencies.132

And it most

certainly doesn’t apply
to

Muslims,
according to most

white evangelicals.

Evangelicals,
by

a wide
margin,

hold the most negative views of Muslims of

any
religious

group in America.133
Seventy-two

percent of white
evangelicals

be

lieve there is an inherent conflict between
Islam and

democracy.
(Their concern

for democracy
is ironic,

considering that they are supporting
voter

suppression

and
gerrymandering

throughout much of the
U.S., which

is explored further
in

Chapter
8).

Sixty-three percent of
evangelicals believe

that Islam encourages

violence more than other religions, and two-thirds believe that Muslims are not

a
part of

mainstream society.
Almost

4-in-10 believe that “half
or more

U.S.

Muslims are
anti-American.”134 A 2015

PRRI
survey

found
that 73

percent of

white
evangelicals believe

that “Islam is
incompatible with American values and

way
of

life,”
far more

than
any other group

surveyed.135
When President

Trump

accused two Muslim congresswomen of being anti-American and told them to

“go back” to the
countries

they came from, he
was tapping

directly into these
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sentiments, and
taking

advantage
of the general

ignorance
of his audience;

Rep

resentative Rashida Tlaib
(D-MI)

was
born in Detroit in

1976.136

White evangelicals were
by far the

most supportive
group of the ban on

travel

by people from
predominantly Muslim countries. Three-quarters

of
white evan

gelicals
supported

a ban, as
opposed to only 38 percent of the

general popula

tion.137
If

religious discrimination is defined as adverse government action towards

people
based

on
their religious beliefs,

the
Muslim travel ban certainly qualifies.

However, white evangelicals
are

generally
only concerned

about “religious

freedom”
when

it
affects

them. Most
white evangelicals generally

think of
reli

gious
freedom

as,
“Can

I
refuse

service
to LGBTQ

people?” Thus,
when white

evangelicals are asked if Christian business owners should have a religious right

to
refuse

to
serve

LGBTQ
people, 60

percent
say “yes.”

But when
asked if

Mus

lim business owners
should

have
that same

right
to refuse

service,
only 46 percent

of
white evangelicals answered in the affirmative.138

White evangelicals also believe
they face more

discrimination than Muslims.139

This
is part

of their
wider

persecution
complex, where

they
believe that

somehow

the people
who

control the majority of
U.S. government and an

entire
political

party are the most put-upon people
in

the
nation.

Some
would chalk it up to a sin

gular lack
of

ability
to see

irony,
but more

realistically
this is

part
of their

drive
to

“Make America Great Again”
by permanently

making
their brand of

Christianity

the dominant socio-political force.

Islamophobia
by white

evangelicals doesn’t
just interfere

with
our

ability
to

function as
an increasingly pluralistic society,

it
also

affects our
foreign relations

and
national security posture. For

instance,
white evangelical eschatology

(study

of the end
time

or the
apocalypse) was a motivating

factor
behind

the
unpopular

(except with white evangelicals
and the Netanyahu

government) decision
to
move

the
U.S. Embassy

in
Israel from Tel Aviv

to
Jerusalem. To many, this symbolized

the end of
any

hope for
a two-state solution.140

Women’s Health

“If it’s a legitimate
rape, the

female
body

has
ways to try to shut

that
whole

thing

down. But
let’s

assume
that maybe

that
didn’t

work or
something. I think

there

should be
some

punishment, but the
punishment

ought to be on the rapist and not

attacking the child.”

Republican Senate Candidate Todd Akin

As noted
in

Chapter
2,

white
evangelicals were essentially ambivalent towards

reproductive rights
and

women’s health in
the

1960’s
and

1970’s.
It is easy to for
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get that the
1963

case that took down
prohibitions

on
birth

control
was Griswold

v. Connecticut, a
northern

state.
Before Roe

v. Wade,
Deep South states

were
more

likely
to

allow abortion
under

some
circumstances than

were mid-western
and

northern
states.

This can be seen
in Figure

6.
Paul Weyrich found

that
overturn

ing Roe
v. Wade wasn’t

of
particular interest

to white southern
evangelical leaders,

but that
retaining

federal
dollars

for segregated
schools was.

Figure 7.
Abortion

Laws Prior to Roe v. Wade

The Southern Baptist
Convention

passed
a
resolution in support of abortion

rights in 1976. Abortion was seen primarily as
a
Catholic issue at the

time.141
It

wasn’t
until 1978 and 1979 that

Weyrich
and

a
few

evangelical
leaders

were
able

to
galvanize

white
evangelicals

around the issue, once the
fight

to keep federal

money in segregated schools
was effectively

lost (and
a
losing issue in the court

of public opinion). Since then, white
evangelicals have

been the
driving

force

behind the push to rescind access to
reproductive

health care. While ultra-con-

servative
white Catholics

have played a significant
role, their numbers are much

smaller as
a

total of the pro-life
movement,

and their
power is

more diluted,

as they are more concentrated in traditionally blue states where they
have

little

political
influence.

Of the 10 states with the largest per-capita
Catholic popula

tions,
nine are solidly blue and one (New Hampshire) is purple. Southern states
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have
the smallest Catholic populations per capita, typically less than 10 percent

of the total adult population.142

Conversely, evangelical
protestants

dominate
the

south. The states with the

least religious diversity
are

Mississippi, Alabama, Arkansas,
South

Carolina,
and

North
Carolina.

The
politically

and
socially

dominant strain of
religion in each

of these states is
white evangelical

Protestantism. It
is also

no
coincidence

that

these
states

are the ones
passing

the most draconian
laws challenging

Roe
v. Wade.

In
2019

and
2020, conservatives saw

an
opportunity

after Brett
Kavanaugh

re

placed Anthony
Kennedy

on the Supreme Court
and passed a

slew of
anti-abor

tion
bills. Alabama passed a complete ban, with

no
exceptions

for rape or
incest.

Mississippi, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana,
and the

newly
red

Ohio banned it after

6 weeks without exceptions
for

rape
or

incest. Missouri
did the same at

8 weeks.

All of them allow exceptions for life of the woman.143 However, there has been a

push to
remove

those
exceptions as well.144

Bans
such

as these
are immensely unpopular with

the
American public. A

Gallup poll
found

that
77 percent of

Americans
think

that
there should be ex

ceptions
for

rape
or

incest.145 Conversely, 77
percent of

white evangelical
prot

estants
believe

that
abortion should

be
illegal

in
most

or all
circumstances.

Only

42 percent of
Catholics,

and
38

percent of the
public overall, believe

the
same.146

According
to

Pew 70
percent of the

American public
do not

want
Roe

v. Wade

overturned, 56
percent of

white evangelicals do, according to PRRI.147

While leading conservative publications
push

against life
of the

woman
ex

ceptions, only 9
percent of the American

public
supports

abortion laws that
do

not
include any exceptions.148 Unsurprisingly,

the
exception

is white
evangelicals.

They are
almost

three
times

more
likely (25

percent) to support “no
exceptions”

laws
than the

general public.149
When the question

is phrased
as

“Abortion should

never
be

permitted,”
they express an

even higher
support for

a
ban

without
ex

ceptions. Polling data using this wording again shows white evangelicals hold

the most extreme
position

on abortion,
with

53 percent
believing

that it
should

never
be permitted, not

even
to

save
the

life
of the

woman.
The

same survey only

found this to be true for 27 percent of
Catholics.150

Additionally,
white

evangelicals
on the whole

oppose
access to birth

control.

This is
ironic, given

the
wealth

of
data showing

that
access

to birth control
is

the

most effective way
to

bring down demand
for the abortions

that evangelicals
so

hate.151 Only
22 percent of

white evangelicals support government health plans

covering contraceptives, compared with 64
percent of

Republicans over all,
and

78 percent of
independents.152

They
are

more
than twice as likely than mainline
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protestants (38
percent to

18
percent) to

say pharmacists
should not

have
to

fill

prescriptions
for

birth control.153 Catholics are also far less staunch than evan

gelicals in their
opposition to

access
to birth

control, as
only 21 percent

believe

pharmacists
should

have
the

right
to refuse to

fill
these

prescriptions.

Utah
provides

an
interesting case

study on how
white evangelicals are

drag

ging
the

Republican Party
far to the

right
on

abortion
and

access
to

birth
control.

Utah
has

a religious diversity
score

somewhere between Tennessee
and North

Carolina, and
the Mormon

church
more or

less dominates
the

social and political

landscape in
the

same way
that white

evangelical denominations dominate the

South. The state’s attitudes towards abortion look very similar
to the Deep South;

only
41 percent of people in both

Mississippi and
Utah

believe abortion should

be
legal in most

or all
cases.154 However,

when Utah
challenged

Roe
v. Wade with a

law in 2019, it set the cutoff
date

at
18

weeks,
and included

exceptions for rape,

incest, and life of the woman.155 This
seems to show that

white evangelicals
track

well
to the

right
of

even
the Mormon Church on abortion…a rather

high bar.

#MeToo and Sexual Abuse

“I moved on her like a bitch… I
just start kissing them.

It’s like a
magnet.

Just

kiss.
I don’t

even wait. And when
you’re a

star, they let you do it.
You

can do any

thing... Grab ’em by the pussy.
You

can do anything.”

Donald J. Trump

As mentioned above,
white

evangelicals
are the group

least likely
to

believe

their church has a
problem

with sexual abuse, and have
the

strongest confidence

that,
if

it happened, it would
be

handled appropriately.
This

belief is completely

out of step
with women who credibly accuse

the
powerful

men the
religious right

depends
on

(e.g., Donald Trump and Brett Kavanaugh) of sexual misconduct.

While approximately 80 percent
of

white evangelicals supported Trump and

the
job

he
was doing,

they
were perfectly willing

to
overlook his “grab ‘em

by the

pussy” comments unearthed during the 2016 campaign, which is
more or

less
an

admission of sexual assault.
Nor

have
they turned on

him despite allegations
he

had sex with a 13 year old
at one of

Jeffrey Epstein’s parties in 1994.156
(In

2019,

Epstein killed himself in prison after being convicted
of

repeatedly having sex with

underage girls.) Only 40 percent
of

white evangelicals believe Trump had sex with

pornography star Stormy Daniels, despite
the

evidence, including receipts
for

hush

money payments.157
The

short version is that
they

don’t believe
the

women,
or
sim

ply don’t care even when the President admits guilt in an audio recording.
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Similarly,
white

evangelicals overwhelmingly
supported

Roy
Moore, who

also

had
a long history

of
trolling

for teenage
girls

as
a
thirty-something

district attor

ney.158 His pederasty was such
common

knowledge
that he

was
reportedly

banned

from the local
mall. Regardless, 80

percent of
white evangelicals in Alabama vot

ed for
Moore, while seventy-six

percent of
everyone else in

the
state voted

against

him.159
It
was almost enough

to elect Moore
anyway,

who lost by
only 1.5 points.

He
was popular,

despite
his well-known

sexual
exploitation

of
minors,

because

he
was unabashedly running

on
a
“God,

guns, and gays” campaign
that

appealed

to the
grievances

and fears of
white evangelicals.

In

Evangelicals were also
the

driving
force behind Brett

Kavanaugh’s appoint

ment to the Supreme Court,
despite multiple

credible
accusations

of sexual mis

conduct
against him.160

They
were

the
demographic least likely

to
believe his

accusers. Worse,
48 percent

said
they

would
support him

even if
the

allegations

were true.161
In the end,

64
percent of

white evangelicals supported his confirma

tion,
while

only 40 percent of the
American public did.162

The response to the
#MeToo movement

by the GOP
and white evangelicals

is to
declare

that the
movement

has gone too
far and that it’s unfair

to
men.163

the
aftermath

of the
Kavanaugh hearings, Republicans were

more
likely

to
say

that
the

#MeToo movement leads
to

unfair
treatment of men than they

were
to

say it
helps

address sexual harassment.164 You
can see

this coming
out

in
the

form

of
policies

from the Department of
Education that make it

harder for
schools

to
investigate sexual assault,

and
providing

far more
protections

for
students

ac

cused
of

rape
than for the students

actually assaulted.165 Given
that

very few, if

any, sexual assault cases are actually adjudicated,
this hurt people

who already

have an uphill battle.

The
takeaway from all

of
these

examples and
polling data is

that
white evan

gelicals desire power
more

than
any other concern,

including even
the minimal

levels
of acceptable

morality.
They are

inherently hostile
to
women

who accuse

men of
sexual assault,

and
inherently receptive

to the
excuses

of
(white)

men

who
claim

it
didn’t

happen, or
excuse their

sexual
assaults as

just
“boys being

boys.” Evangelicals believe
that rapists

shouldn’t
be

punished,
because it

would

ruin their
lives.

Betsy
DeVos’

proudest
achievement as

Secretary of
Education

was making
it
easier

to get
away with rape

on
college

campuses
in

order to protect

men accused of it.166

White evangelical
culture

is highly patriarchal
and

fosters a belief
that if

a

woman
is raped, it is her fault for

leading
the

man on.167
When

it
comes to the

#MeToo movement,
white

evangelicals
are the reason

it has made little practical

headway.
As of

this writing,
the

Violence Against Women
Act

(which provid
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ed funding
and law

to prosecute
individuals who

commit
violent

crimes against

women)
has

expired,
and there is no

sign
that

Republicans in
the Senate

have
any

intention of
ever giving it

another
hearing.

Nor is it
likely

to
pass, without abol

ishing the filibuster. Which
is to

say,
the

VAWA is effectively dead, permanently

because
of

white evangelicals
and the

GOP.

Wealthiness Is Next to Godliness

“It’s alright
to tell

a
man to lift

himself by
his own

bootstraps, but
it

is a
cruel

jest
to

say to
a

bootless
man

that he
ought

to lift
himself

by
his

own
bootstraps.”

Martin
Luther King,

Jr.

During
Ronald Reagan’s 1976 primary

run for
president

he
gave a

speech

which
is

credited with popularizing
the term

“welfare queen.”
He

cited a single

instance of
a woman

who
scammed

the
U.S. welfare

system by
using

80
aliases

and at least four fake dead husbands.168 Based
on this

anecdote, Reagan promised

to
fix

the
welfare system

by deterring people from using
it.

The term
“welfare

queen”
became a 1980’s racial

dog
whistle

to
evoke

images of the
lazy, indigent

Black
person, who

scammed
the system

and
had no

right
to

government assis

tance.

Reagan also used latent racism to undermine support for
government

as

sistance with
his

references to “some strapping young buck”
during message

testing to
southerners.169

He
evoked

the image of an able-bodied
black man

using
food stamps to buy steak while

everyone else worked
to

afford hamburger.

These
racist

messages
directed

at white southerners were
appallingly,

if predict

ably, effective. Even Bill Clinton,
as

a
centrist Democrat, used

this
false stereo

type of
overly-generous welfare benefits

to cut
welfare

in the
bipartisan Welfare

Reform
Acts of

Personal Responsibility
and

Work
Opportunity

Reconciliation

Act of 1996.

Racial
stereotyping played

to the
Republican base,

both to its
religious

right

members and the more
secular

hard-right that coalesced around
racial grievanc

es.
The

religious
right also has

a
distinctly racist streak:

it
is primarily built around

white
evangelicals (who

are concentrated in the
U.S.

South). As described
in

Chapter
1,
The Southern Baptist

Convention,
the largest protestant denomina

tion
in the

U.S., was
founded on

providing biblical justification
for

slavery
during

pre-Civil War
debates on the

issue.
During the

Civil
Rights

Movement,
they

again were responsible for
providing

the
biblical justification

for
segregation

and

using religion
as

a way
to opt out of

civil
rights

laws. Today, white evangelicals

still
hold the most

regressive opinions
on race of any

religious
group in the

U.S.
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Over time,
the

evangelical right has
come to

believe,
more

than
any other

reli

gious group,
that people

are
poor

because
they are

lazy
or

sinful.170
Indeed, white

evangelicals
are more than

twice
as

likely
as

non-Christians
to

believe
people are

poor
because

they are
lazy. Conversely,

white
evangelicals believe

that
wealth

is
a

sign
of

divine favor
for

leading a
good

life. Forty
percent of white

evangelicals

(again, more than
any

other group
surveyed) believe in

the
“prosperity gospel,”

which teaches that people who give
money to

churches will
be

rewarded
by God

with
more

wealth.171
President

Trump kept huckster
proponents of the prosper

ity gospel
like Paula

White close to his administration.172

Influential evangelicals, such
as

“historian” and Christian nationalist David

Barton,
preached

on the
biblical

nature of
Reaganomics. According

to Barton,

the
Bible “takes a very

clear
position” against

the
capital gains tax,

the estate tax,

the
progressive income tax,

and the
minimum wage. “All

of these are economic

issues
that

we
should be able to shape

citizens thinking
on

because
of what the

Jerry Falwell
once wrote that, “The

free enterprise
system is

clearly

outlined in the book of Proverbs.” Thus, historically
the

religious right leadership

has
generally

treated free
market

economics
as being

on
a par with social issues

in

the “war for the soul of America,” as arch-conservative Pat Buchanan called it at

the
1992 Republican Convention.

Bible says.”173

174

Finally,
the

“I’ve
got mine”

attitude underlying
support

for reverse Robin

Hood
policies

is
also associated with

the
base

of the
Republican Party. Nate Silver

of
FiveThirtyEight.com

found, counter
intuitively,

that
Trump’s

supporters
were

wealthier
than the

average American.
This

makes sense;
they

are older, whiter,

and
less likely

to be queer than the general
population, all

factors
likely

to
make

individuals
more

financially secure.175

This adds
up to

a worldview in which
God supports all the

policies
that

make

wealth inequality worse. Poor people shouldn’t
get

assistance
because they are

lazy
and

sinful.
In turn,

this feeds
the

racist paradigm that minorities
are poor

because
they are

lazy,
stupid, or sinful. At the

same time,
there

is a belief
that

slashing benefits
encourages hard

work, even
though the

economic data shows

that
people are

working
more hours at more

jobs
just to

survive.
They

believe
that

rich people worked hard
for their

money, and
God

is rewarding
them for their

efforts. Thus, any
sort of

taxes
on the

rich
are

an
attempt to undo the

will
of God

and
punishing

“hard
work.”

Corporations
and

oligarchs have
encouraged

these beliefs
from their end

as

well. Their
efforts

are
explored

in
the next chapter on the

corrosive effects
of

wealth inequality
on democracy and

living
conditions

in
the

U.S.
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The White
Evangelical Persecution

Complex

All of these beliefs illustrate how differently
white

evangelicals
see the coun

try, and
the

world,
from the rest of

Americans. While
many pundits try to pin the

blame for
polarization

on
progressives, black people,

the LGBTQ
community,

or

the
Democratic Party,

the
data

most
strongly

suggests
that

the
white evangelicals

who control the
Republican Party

are the
outlier

that
has pulled away

from the

rest of
society.

White evangelicals
understand

their beliefs
are

outside
the

mainstream,
but

they
reject

the
mainstream

as either
“elites,”

or
as godless people. This growing

distance between their beliefs
and the rest of

society’s, coupled with long-held

grudges dating back to the
Civil War, has resulted

in
a deep-seated persecution

complex.
White evangelicals effectively believe

they
are right,

and
everyone else

is
wrong.

Under
previous administrations,

they lost the battle over civil rights for

Black people, and
society

moved
on

without
them. They lost the

public opinion

war against
the

first Black American president;
Obama

remained
the most ad

mired
man in

America three years
after

he
left office.176

They feel
they’ve

lost the

war
of

public
opinion on

separation
of

church
and

state,
LGBTQ

issues, climate

change, keeping Roe v. Wade intact, prayer in schools, assault rifles, high
capacity

magazines, believing women
who

are assaulted,
and

virtually every
other

position

they hold
as a group.

This
leads

to
all

the
polling showing that evangelicals

see

themselves
as more

discriminated against
than

Muslims, immigrants, Jews, black,

lesbians and gays,
or any other

group, with
the

exception
of

transgender
people

(they’re a statistical tie).177

Ironically, while
they

have
been

losing cultural
battles

for hearts and minds,

they are
winning

the
war for power.

They
controlled

the Senate, the
Presidency,

the
Courts, two-thirds

of
state legislatures,

and
over half

the
Governorships.

They
have gerrymandered themselves near

perpetual control of most state
leg

islatures,
and

non-proportional representation makes it
nearly

impossible for

Democrats
to

build a filibuster
proof

majority
in the

Senate. Chapter 8 takes
an

in-depth look into
how Republicans,

and
by extension white evangelicals, have

deliberately subverted
the system

and
decimated

democratic processes.

This only describes
how they

have
reacted

politically
to

their conviction
that

they
are

being persecuted.
Emotionally, white evangelicals want revenge

against

the people they
believe

took
“their”

country
away

from them. The groups of peo

ple
white evangelicals want

to
take revenge

upon
also

tend to be core Democratic

constituencies:
people of

color, Muslims, urbanites,
LGBTQ

people, immigrants,

atheists, feminists
(read:

uppity women),
economic

progressives,
and people

who
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believe
in

separation
of

church
and state.

This explains
the mindset of

a Florida

Trump
supporter, whose home

was destroyed
by

a hurricane and was bewildered

by the
inadequate government

support for her
disabled family.

She
remarked, “I

voted
for

him,
and

he’s
the one

who’s doing this. I thought
he

was
going to do

good
things. He’s

not
hurting

the people he
needs

to
be hurting.”178

Evangelical
culture

and theology
are

unyielding, exclusive,
and

discourage
em

pathy.
If someone gets

sick,
they must

have displeased God.
If

they’re
LGBTQ,

they’re making a
choice to go to

hell. Anyone who
got

handed
the wrong

religion

at birth is going
there, too. Even minor infractions

of the
law, God’s

or
man’s,

deserves
the

harshest penalties,
and they

believe
that

everyone besides themselves

(and
maybe a

few
really conservative Catholics) deserve

no
quarter

for
having

picked
the

wrong
side in the

battle between heaven and hell. Adam Serwer ex

plored the results of such
angry, intolerant, beliefs

in his seminal
article,

“The

Cruelty
is

the
Point.”179

Part
of the white

evangelical persecution complex stems
from the

fact
that

they
believe

the
media is biased

against
them.180

This
leads

to increased con

sumption of favorable, but far less reliable news sources such as Fox News and

talk radio, which
then feeds

their
fears and further

stokes
their

beliefs
that they

are persecuted
and

that the
rest

of the media
is biased against them.181

It
did

not

help that President
Trump also fed

these fears
with his attacks

on the
media,

and

by decrying
any negative coverage

of
himself

as
“fake news,”

thus
amplifying

the

echo
chamber

they are
already in.182

After what they feel to be decades of persecution for being
white

and Chris

tian, they
now held almost all

the
power at

the
state

and federal
level. Their

goal

is to
re-imagine

America
as a Christian nation,

and
their plan is actually available

publicly as part
of Project

Blitz. This
document

wraps
their

desire
for

revenge,

anger, authoritarianism,
Social Dominance

Orientation, nostalgia, and religion

into one
legislative agenda

meant
very deliberately

to
shatter

the
barriers between

church
and state,

and
ensure that

it is their kind
of churches

directing
the state

in
perpetuity.

Project Blitz: The White
Evangelical

Plan for
America

“We’re
on

a mission
from God.”

Elwood Blues

The long-term
goals

of
white evangelicals

go far
beyond simply re-shaping

the federal
judiciary and federal policy

on
“religious freedom.” This isn’t

just

about carving
out

vast religious exemptions
to

civil rights laws, destroying
the

so
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cial safety
net, ending

abortion, trying
to hold

back
the “browning” of

America

with draconian immigration policies, and throwing
dreamers out of the

country.

These are
merely

their
immediate goals.

Their true
ambition

is to
Make America

Great Again
by

restoring
the country to its

Christian
roots

at a fundamental level,

by
destroying

the separation of
church

and
state, and

putting their brand of the

ology front and center in
all

facets of
life.

They
want a

country
where

their brand

of
religion

is
effectively

the state
religion.

This was a
common

view within
the

Trump Administration. Neither Secretary

of
State Mike Pompeo

nor Attorney
General William

Barr
believed that separation

of church and state is in the constitution; they saw the First Amendment as only

barring government
interference in

religion, and
not

vice versa.
The

Trump-ap-

pointed
head of the

Federal
Election

Commission, James Trainor,
III,

didn’t
be

lieve in it either. He called the 2020
election

a “spiritual war.”183 Barr went even a

step
further, believing a lack

of
religion

in
governance is a

threat to
democracy,

and
that religion

(presumably his
conservative

brand)
must

be central to
gover

nance in the U.S.184 Thus, to Barr and other Christian nationalists, tactics such as

“voter suppression, gerrymandering, and
the use of the Supreme Court to hand

electoral victories
to the

Republicans
are no longer

dirty tricks.
They

are
patriotic

imperatives.
They

are
not

last
resorts but

first principles.”185
And

Project Blitz was

their playbook
on how to

accomplish this.

After the
Republican success

in
winning at

the state
and local levels in 2010,

and
using

that success to
gerrymander their way

to
permanent majorities in

most

state-level legislative
bodies

in
the

U.S.,
the

religious right recognized an
opportu

nity to
begin tearing down

the
walls separating church and

state at the local
level.

After
Trump’s

election, and
his

three
nominations

to the Supreme Court
(all

of

whom
are very

friendly to freedom of
religion claims),

they
have

run
towards

this goal full tilt. Project Blitz
acts

as
the

mechanism
to

introduce legislation
that

erodes this separation over time.

The
Congressional

Prayer Caucus
Foundation

(CPCF)
was

founded by for

mer Congressman
Randy Forbes in 2005

to “protect
religious

freedom,
preserve

America’s Judeo-Christian heritage,
and promote

prayer.”186
Another organiza

tion linked to CPCF is WallBuilders, LLC, which is run by Christian-nationalist

and
revisionist

historian
David

Barton, who
believes

America should be
a
Chris

tian
nation

and
rejects separation of church

and state.187
The National

Legal

Foundation
is an

organization which
also

advocates ending
the

separation
of

church and state via the courts in order to gain
“a

broad
acceptance

of
explic

itly
Biblical

arguments in legal and
policy debates.”188

In
2015

,the
CPCF, along

with WallBuilders
and the National Legal

Foundation,
created Project Blitz,
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along with
a
number of other

state-level, mainly
white,

conservative evangelical

groups.189

The idea behind
Project Blitz was

to do for
religion

what the American Leg

islative Exchange
Council (ALEC)

did
for big

business.190
The

basic
premise is to

create a
robust

network
of

religiously conservative legislators who
oppose sepa

ration of
church

and
state

(and
want

to
make America Christian again),

produce

sample
draft

legislation
that

can
be

passed
in

multiple states
at once, and share

tips and
strategies.

This
is why

the
first

order of
business

of Project
Blitz in 2015

was
to

begin
forming state

level “Prayer Caucuses” modeled
on the

CPCF. To

date,
there

are Project Blitz affiliated prayer
caucuses across 29

states, claiming

over 600 members.191 Iowa alone
has

65
members

in their prayer caucus, includ

ing the governor and lieutenant governor. At the federal level, about 100 senators

and
representatives belong to the CPCF.192

In
late 2016,

they introduced
their first “playbook,” somewhat innocuously

titled Report and Analysis on Religious Freedom Measures Impacting Prayer and Faith in

America (2017 Version).193
The

basic plan
starting

in 2016 was
to

work in
three

phases.
The

first
goal

was
to

pass (seemingly)
innocuous

legislation like bills
re

quiring
“In God

We Trust”
to be posted in

schools, office buildings,
and on

li

cense plates. Others included teaching kids
about

Federalism and limited govern

ment,
teaching

the
history

of
Christianity and Christianity in

America,
teaching

the
role

of
religion

in
shaping U.S. law since 1620,

and
requiring schools

to offer

elective “Bible
Literacy”

classes
for

credits.

The
second phase

(or category)
was titled “Resolutions

and
Proclamations

Recognizing
the Importance of

Religious History and Freedom.”
It

went a
step

further by
trying

to use the
power

of
government

to
officially

“focus more on our

country’s Judeo-Christian heritage,” and worked towards making Christianity
the

de facto state
religion.

Both the
2017

and
2019 playbooks called

for
proclamations

or
resolutions recognizing “Religious Freedom Day, Recognizing Christian

Heri

tage
Week, Recognizing

the
Importance

of the
Bible in History, Recognizing

the

Year of the Bible, and Christmas Day.”

Phase three is
where

they enter
Republic

of
Gilead territory.194 This

is
where

they
planned

to
use

their brand of
Christianity

as
a legislative weapon

to attack

groups
that white evangelicals really don’t like

in the
name

of
religious

freedom,

particularly
LGBTQ

people.
The

2019 version
of the

playbook
expanded

phase

three
based

on the
success

they
were having accomplishing phases

one
and two,

and the
phase

three
goals

described
below are drawn directly

from the most re

cent
2019 version.195

The
playbook called

for
resolutions establishing public poli
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cy
favoring sexual relations

only
between

heterosexual
people, forbidding

gender

marker
changes on

government
IDs and

documents,
and

favoring
adoption by

married heterosexual couples.

The document
also provided

model
bills for

creating
a “Marriage Tolerance

Act,” which
in

reality is a law
that enshrines

a right
to

discriminate against lesbians

and gays.
It

calls
for

a “Preserving Religious Freedom Act,” which would grant

special rights
to

Christians
who

want
to

discriminate
not

just against
LGBTQ

people,
but

literally anyone, including
people of other

faiths. The mis-named

“Child
Protection Act”

would
create

a situation
in

which adoption agencies which

refuse
to

serve people based
on

their religious beliefs would
be granted prefer

ential
treatment

(i.e.,
more

and
better

government contracts
and money). It

also

provides a
model for

a “Clergy
Protection Act” and a “Licensed Professionals

Civil Rights
Act” model

bill that would allow
anyone

with a state license
to refuse

service
to

anyone based
on

their religious beliefs.
It

provides
no

exceptions for

things like race
or

religion:
It is

a blanket
“get out of

jail
free” card for

discrimi

nation and
effectively

neuters the
Civil Rights

Act of
1964.

The “Student Prayer Certification Act” model bill is meant as a direct chal

lenge to the Supreme
Court’s 1962 decision in Engel v. Vitale, which ruled

against

school
mandated

prayers.
The

“Teacher
Protection Act”

would shield teachers,

schools,
and

districts
that

discriminate based
on

religious beliefs
from

lawsuits.

The
“Preserving Religious Freedom

in Schools Act” prohibits any sort of
action

against
students or

teachers
for

expressing
their

religious beliefs. This sounds

innocuous, until you realize that this makes it impossible to stop students and

teachers from wearing
“God

Hates Fags”
buttons to

school,
or

verbally abusing

students who are
LGBTQ or

non-Christian.
The

playbook also includes a section

on what
sorts

of
bills

to
fight against, including bills that

protect LGBTQ people

from discrimination, bans on conversion therapy,
and

bills
that counter the

power

of
state-level Religious Freedom Restoration Acts.

This should sound bad to anyone who
isn’t a big fan

of
discrimination against

everyone else in
the name of God,

and forcing
people to

listen
to your

theolo

gy in
school.

When
you drill down into

the
details

of the document, though, it

becomes
even

more
apparent

how
radical

and
frightening their plans really are.

It
portrays lesbians

and
gays

as
disease-ridden and unhealthy

in order to
claim

compelling governmental interest
in

discouraging homosexuality.
It

also claims

that
being transgender is

simultaneously unhealthy and contagious, and that
gov

ernments
have a compelling

interest in
preventing

the
“spread.”

With Amy Co

ney-Barrett creating
a
6-3

conservative super-majority
on the Supreme Court,

such odious laws are likely
to stand up in court.
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While
Project

Blitz
is not

explicit in
the

governmental powers
they

intend
to

use,
literally everything is

on the
table. Banning transition-related health services

for
transgender people, putting

LGBTQ
people

on the sex offender
watch list,

enforcing
sodomy

laws (which still
exist in

12
states)

with the intention of over

turning
Lawrence v. Texas,

quarantining transgender
children

from
schools,

deem

ing LGBTQ Centers
a
threat to

public health and minors, mandating conversion

therapy for LGBTQ people:
these

are
all logical, legal steps

under the
guidance

of Project
Blitz and similar laws passed in Russia.

They do not care
that this

runs

counter to
all

the reputable
scientific evidence

about LGBTQ
people. Their

goal

is not good
policy,

it is
policy based

on their
particular interpretation

of
Christi

anity
and

the
Bible, and

they
openly admit that this is

their desired
goal.

The
worst

part is
that

they
are succeeding.

The number of model
bills

they are

passing
is

increasing at an exponential rate.
In

2016,
they

passed 4
model

bills.
In

2017,
they proposed

200 bills
and

passed 31 in
17

states.
In

2018,
they proposed

300
and

passed
another 33

in
16

states.
Almost

all
of

these
had to do

with schools

and education. In
2019,

they proposed
14 bills in

11 states
mandating teaching

of
“Biblical Literacy” classes in schools. All

but
two

of them
were proposed

in

former Confederate
states (i.e.,

by
white evangelical dominated legislatures),

and

one of the others in Mike Pence’s home state of Indiana. The sole non-Southern

state, North Dakota, voted the bill down 5-42.196

The
sponsors

of
these mandatory Bible lessons all use language similar

to
that

of
Project Blitz and its beliefs about eliminating

the
separation between church

and state. Senator Dennis Kruse
of

Indiana said, “[W]e
need more

Christianity and

religion in
our

society, in our state.”
In

North Dakota, Rep. Aaron McWilliams
re

marked, “[W]e are Christian, and you know a lot
of the

founding principles of
the

country are based
on

Christian principles and philosophies.”
In

Florida, Rep. Kim

Daniels attributed opposition
to her

Bible bill as “anti-Christ spirits.”

What
the reader should

take away
from this

is that
CPCF and

Project Blitz

are
powerful

forces
within

the
Republican Party

for
white evangelicals.

CPCF
has

over 100 members in Congress which included Vice President Mike Pence when

he
was a Representative from Indiana.

They
have shown

us their
plan

and
success

in
implementing it. We

know what
their

end
goal for America looks like,

and

that
they

have
the

governmental clout
to

make
getting there not just

a non-trivial

possibility,
but

a
more

than reasonable fear. Even worse,
they now

have a
court

system
that

is
potentially willing

to uphold what they
pass.

Some
might

scoff at the
idea

that
white evangelicals would push this far.

But,

to reiterate Masha Gessen:
“Believe

the
autocrats.

They mean what they
say.

Whenever you find yourself thinking,
or

hear
others

claiming,
that he

is
exagger
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ating, that is
our

innate
tendency to

reach for a rationalization.”197
As

radical and

unthinkable as Project Blitz sounds, you must always bear in mind that this de

mographic supported two
great

sins
of our

nation: slavery
and Jim

Crow. Project

Blitz lays
out their desired

goals in
no

uncertain terms, and
they

have rigged
the

game
in their favor.

Conclusion

Pew Research made an
interesting

finding
in

2019:
people who

know a lot

about other
faiths besides

their own tend to
have

the
warmest feelings towards

other
faiths, with

one
faith being a key exception.

More
knowledgeable

people

had
significantly

more
negative feelings towards evangelical protestants than

to

wards atheists, Jews, Catholics, and Muslims.198 It should not be hard to see why.

White evangelicals,
the

politically dominant strain
of

Christianity in America,

have views that
are not only out of touch

with everyone else in America,
but are

actively hostile
to large

swathes
of

Americans.
They are the most

negatively
pre

disposed
group

in
America

towards Blacks, immigrants, Latinos,
LGBTQ peo

ple, women,
members of

progressive religious traditions, feminists, and Muslims.

Their
views

on
issues like guns, abortion, and climate

change are
far

to the
right.

People
who

(rightly)
see

climate change as an existential
threat to

their
progeny

perceive white evangelicals’ views
as

a
threat to humanity and future

generations.

This
dynamic is unlikely

to change,
as

the data
shows that young white evangeli

cals
are not,

in fact,
getting more

moderate over time.199

Researching
the

evangelical
mindset in more depth

uncovers an ugly pastiche

of
anger, authoritarianism, a desire

to
keep

others in
their place, and

to hurt

groups
who have made social progress. Those

who dig deeper
find plans

to re

make
America

into
something dark and

theocratic,
where

everyone
but white

evangelicals
are at

best second-class citizens.
At

worst,
they

plan
to

drive swathes

of the
population

out of
public life using

the full force of the
government

to do

so.

The white
evangelical lust for unfettered power has broken

the American

democratic system of
government and generated a ruling party

that is author

itarian in nature,
unconcerned

with
the consent of the

governed,
and

is
steered

by
a fundamentalist religious minority

whose
values differ radically

from the rest

of the
population.

When they
discovered

that there
was

no hope to
achieve

their

goals
through

democratic processes,
they

decided
to

break democracy.

Sadly,
the

religious right is destroying liberal Christianity, too.
They are

“poi

soning”
the

brand
name

with their hard-right
out-of-touch

political stances,
their

144



American Fascism

hypocrisy in
supporting

Trump, and
their

assertion
that they are the only

real

Christians.
The Democratic

Party
has reluctantly had to admit that due to the

growth
of the

religiously unaffiliated,
the “nones”

are
now by

far
the

largest reli

gious
component of the

Democratic Party.200

This
sets the

stage
for

a scenario
where

a small
ethnic and

religious fundamen

talist minority reigns undemocratically over
people who do not

share
their

reli

gion, culture,
nor

ethnicity, while oppressing and disenfranchising
the

majority.

It
is
no

coincidence that during
the attempted coup

in 2021
the

insurrectionists

bore
flags proclaiming “Jesus Saves,” “Make

America Godly
Again,”

and
bearing

other
Christian iconography.201 Unsurprisingly,

the
government

they
have

made

has most of the
classic hallmarks

of modern
single-party authoritarian regimes,

complete
with

the
characteristics

of
a fascist movement. All

the
while their val

ues
are drifting

farther
and farther

from the mainstream. In short, the
tension

between white evangelicals
and the

rest
of the country is

building,
and white

evangelicals
are

only making
it
worse with their desperate

attempts to
hang

on to

power
through

gerrymandering, voter suppression,
court

packing, police brutal

ity, and militias.

Something’s going
to

give way eventually.
And

it’s likely
to be

even uglier
than

the insurrection on January 6th, 2021, when it does.
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Seven

The Runaway Train
to

Oligarchyville

“Let
me

tell you
about

the
very

rich. They
are different

from
you and me.”

F. Scott Fitzgerald

the
Democratic primaries,Duringnomic inequality2016 and

student loan
debtBernieforgivenessSanders(I-VT)as majorcalledissues.out eco-His

target
audience was primarily Millennials, and

it
resonated well. A primary

that

was supposed
to be

a cake-walk
for

Hillary Clinton
turned into an

uncomfortably

tight race.
The

Russians also capitalized
on

this sudden
(and unexpected) oppor

tunity by churning out pro-Sanders propaganda, and
stoking

the
narrative

that

Clinton
had

“cheated” in
the

primary.

The fact that Sanders
did far better than expected

speaks
to

his message
more

than the messenger. In 2016, he was 75 years old. He is a Jewish atheist and an

avowed socialist
who ran

for Senator as
an Independent rather

than
as

a
Demo

crat (though he
caucused with

them). His
appearance

and
demeanor are similar

to Doc Brown in
Back

to The
Future,

that
manic

uncle who
explains animatedly

to

the
entire family over Thanksgiving

dinner how
time travel

is
possible with a flux

capacitor. And, like
Doc

Brown,
Sanders

was right.

Sanders’
message resonated

with younger people
because

he
was

the only
can

didate who correctly identified
one of the

fundamental
problems

facing
not

just

younger
people,

but the country
as a whole: wealth inequality.

The
reason why

it
worked

best
with Millennials was because

they are
disproportionately affected

by
it.
They are the

first American
generation to

have less
than

a 50-50
chance of

being financially
better off than

their parents,
and the odds

are likely
to be

even

worse
for Generation

Z
(people born after

1995
or so).1

Before exploring this
in depth, the term

wealth inequality deserves definition

beyond simply
“the rich

get
richer

and the poor get
poorer.”

It is
a measure

of

not only the
difference

in how
much

people
make every year,

but
in
how much

they
have accumulated.

There
are

many
ways

to
measure inequality.2

One com
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monly used
statistical measure

of
economic inequality is

the Gini
coefficient.

It
is

a continuous scale
that goes from

0 if everyone had
the

same accumulated wealth

or
income,

to
1

if one person had
all

the
wealth

or income in a nation. Income

distribution
and household consumption

costs are
other common

metrics.

All of these measures
indicate

that
wealth

and income
inequality in

the United

States
have

been
increasing

for
decades.

The Gini
coefficient

is
rising steadily, as

is the wealthiest 10 percent’s
share of

pre-tax income.
Consumption rates

agree.

There
is a general

consensus among
economists that we have entered a second

gilded age, with income inequality
at

a level
not

seen since
the

late 1920’s, just

before the
Great Depression. Even conservative

economic
think tanks, like

the

American Enterprise Institute, have
noted the trend

in
their

studies.3
By

2018,

after
the

Trump tax
cuts

kicked in,
the top

400 wealthiest individuals
in the

U.S.

paid taxes
at

a lower
rate (23 percent)

than
the bottom 50 percent of

wage earn

ers,
who

pay 24.2
percent of their income.4

Figure 8. Top 10 Percent Pre-Tax Income Share in the U.S.

Source:
Piketty and Saez5

It
is also important

to understand the
difference between

income
inequality

and
wealth inequality.

The former
measures

how much people
make in a

year

compared to
others, and

the
latter measures how much

they (and
their

forebears)

have accumulated.
In the

U.S., as bad
as

income inequality is, wealth inequality

is
worse,

and there is
a strong racial component to it.6 The differences between

white and Black net household worth are stark reminders of this, and it has only

accelerated since the Great Recession of 2008.7
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Wealth inequality exists everywhere,
of

course.
Some

people will always have

more money than
others,

and
conversely

no
society will ever exist

where
a single

person has
all

the money
in

the
country.

There
is a great deal

of
space

in
between

these
two extremes, though, and

the
Gini coefficient provides a continuous, quan

titative measure with which
to

compare
countries

against each other,
as

well as

states within the U.S.

Generally speaking, progressive, wealthy, democratic, socialist countries have

the
lowest wealth inequality

as measured by the
Gini coefficient.

Among
wealthy

nations, Nordic countries such
as

Sweden, Finland, Norway,
and

Iceland have

the
lowest levels

of
economic inequality. Japan,

and
progressive western

nations

such as
Belgium, Austria,

and Denmark
also have relatively low levels

of
wealth

inequality. Conversely, places with high levels
of

inequality
tend to be

places
that

few
people would want

to
immigrate to. High crime, rampant

corruption, low

life expectancy,
poor

civil rights records, teeming slums,
and

shanty towns
are

typical
of the

countries with very high
Gini

coefficients.
Among

nations with

large populations, Mexico, Brazil,
and the United

States have
some of the

highest

levels
of

wealth inequality.
Indeed,

wealth inequality
in the

U.S.
has

risen
to

a level

higher
than that of

Russia and
China, both of

which
are

known
for

their
bloated,

corrupt
oligarchies.8

Conservatives
tend to argue that

wealth inequality is only natural,
and that

the
benefits

(some
cheap

goods and
services and

the
way in which it incentivizes

hard
work) outweigh

the
negatives. However, a review

of the
relevant literature

clearly shows
the

opposite. Wealth inequality is a leading cause
of

a wide array of

damaging social ills and prevents
people from

getting ahead simply through
hard

work.9
Indeed, the

availability
of cheap goods and

services in a deeply unequal

society means
only that

those who
have wealth can enjoy luxuries like pointless

consumer
items.

In The
Spirit

Level, British
epidemiologists Richard Wilkinson and

Kate
Pickett

looked at
the

overall
societal

effects
of

inequality
across

a
number of

wide-rang

ing
factors, among

them
life expectancy, incarceration rates,

drug
use, homicide

rates, and educational performance.
First, they compared countries

and U.S.
states

using per capita
income.

Then, they repeated their
data analysis using measures

of
inequality. Using data collected

by the United
Nations,

they
measured wealth

inequality in countries
by comparing the

ratio
of income

between
the top 20

per

cent and bottom
20

percent of the
population.

They
made similar

comparisons

between U.S. states using Gini coefficients collected by the U.S. Census Bureau.10

Their findings were startling.
When comparing

developed countries,
total

societal
wealth

(Gross
Domestic Product

per
capita)

had
little

to no
influence
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on the
results. For example,

there
was

not
a significant correlation between life

expectancy and
average

income
in developed nations. However, there is a signif

icant correlation between life
expectancy

and wealth equality. This pattern held

true
throughout

the
analysis: Wealth inequality,

not
income

per
capita, was

more

predictive
of

a
host of social

ills. Societal problems associated with higher wealth

inequality included lower life expectancy, higher incarceration rates, a lower
per

centage of people
who say

others can be trusted,
higher infant mortality rates,

lower scores on standardized tests, more drug use, and higher murder rates.

You
could

dismiss
these

findings by noting
that

these countries are very differ

ent
culturally, legally, politically,

and
economically. However,

when the
same analy

ses
are

performed
on

a state-by-state basis within
the

U.S., we
see the

same results.

States with higher levels
of

wealth inequality have worse
outcomes

across
many

of the
same metrics (life expectancy, incarceration rates, educational attainment,

etc…). Thus, it isn’t
the

culture,
or the

location,
or the

political
structure that

are

primarily responsible.
It
seems

to be the
highly

unequal
distribution

of
wealth.

Another
data point damaging

to the
conservative talking

point
that wealth in

equality increases incentives
to

work harder is
the

evidence that wealth inequality

decreases social mobility.
In other

words,
the more unequal the

wealth
and income

distribution
of

a
country

is,
the more

difficult it is
to

change
your

station in life.

Thus,
the

opposite
of the

conservative narrative is
true:

wealth inequality disin

centivizes hard work because in
more

unequal countries, it is harder
to get

ahead,

and
there

is less connection between
how

hard you work and
how

much you make.

The trend
in

the
U.S.

is the
same.

As
wealth inequality

has
risen since World

War
II,

social mobility
has

declined precipitously. Today, people
born after

1985

(Millennials) have
less than

a
50 percent

chance
of

earning
more than

their par

ents. This has colloquially
come to be

known
as “The

Great
Gatsby

Curve,” seen

below in Figure 9.

The
lack

of
social mobility isn’t because

of social
Darwinistic self-sorting,

where the rich have risen
to the top because of their

supposedly superior genetics

and
intelligence.

When
scientists

studied some of the genes
predicting academ

ic success and compared them with income, they found that there was no link

between
the

two.
In other

words,
the “good” genes

were
spread

evenly across

all income levels. Instead, academic attainment was primarily determined
by the

income of a child’s father.13

Wealth
and

poverty in
the

U.S.
are

self-perpetuating. Poor children
are

far less

likely
to go to

college. Even
poor

kids
who do

well academically in high school are

less likely
to

graduate from college
than the

children
of the

wealthy
who

were
poor
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students. Even after they graduate from college, children of the poor are
worse

off economically than low achieving children
of the

rich.
At

elite universities, 74

Figure
9.

Global Social Mobility vs. Wealth Inequality

Source: Corak11

Figure 10. Percentage
of

Children
Earning More than their

Parents by
Birth

Year

Source:
Chetty, Grusky,

et
al.12
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percent of
students

come from
families

in the top
quarter

of the
population

eco

nomically. Only 9 percent come from the bottom half.14

It’s
not

a
matter of

“lazy Millennials” either.
Data from

2015 showed U.S.

Millennials work
an

average
of

45
hours per

week. This is higher
than most of

western Europe, as well
as

Australia and Canada.
By

comparison, Japanese Mil

lennials work 46
hours per

week
on

average.
Other

than Japan, countries where

Millennials work as many,
or more hours than the

U.S.
tended to be

nations with

horrific poverty, terrible human rights records, high crime,
and

either weak
or

despotic governments (China, Mexico, India, Brazil).15
Indeed, there

appears
to

be
a correlation between wealth inequality

and number of hours spent
working

in awful conditions.

The
butcher’s bill

for the
continual,

rapid rise of
wealth inequality

in the
Unit

ed
States

is
starting

to come
due.

In
2017,

the
U.S.

set records for
alcohol, drug,

and
suicide deaths

per capita.
According

to the Centers for
Disease

Control and

two public health non-profits,
the national

rate
for deaths from these causes rose

from
43.9

to
46.6

deaths per
100,000 people. This was a 6

percent
increase,

ac

cording
to the

Trust for America’s Health
and the

Well Being Trust.
The

4
per

cent increase in suicides in 2017 was double
the

average
rate

in
the

past decade.16

Data shows
that

jobs
that

pay a living wage are becoming scarcer. Forty-four

percent of
American workers

are in
low paying jobs.17 Forty

percent
make less

than
the

minimum wage
as it stood

in 1968 (adjusted
for

inflation), and
that

number
is growing

as
wages

stagnate and the cost of
living increases.18 Wealth

inequality has
soared as

a
result. Members of the

Forbes 400 list are worth
more

than every Black family in
the

U.S.,
and more

than the bottom two-thirds of

households in the U.S. combined.19 The three richest Americans are worth more

than
the bottom

50
percent.20 During the

COVID-19 pandemic,
the

worth
of

billionaires soared, while working class families (disproportionately minorities)

suffered.21

Millennials
are forced to

work far
more hours

just
to

survive
than Gen Xers

or
Boomers, while making relatively less.22

They
are keenly aware

of
this issue,

which
is

likely why
Bernie

Sanders’ message resonated
so

strongly with
them; he

was
the

only major candidate directly addressing
the problem. They

instinctively

know
that

Republican laissez faire capitalism, and
economic

favoritism
of the

rich

and
corporations,

is the cause of
wealth inequality. Clinton failed

to
take

the
issue

head
on for fear of

sounding
too extreme or being

branded a socialist. This may

be part
of

why
it has been so

maddeningly difficult
for

Democrats
to get

younger

voters to the
polls.
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It
is worth

noting that most of this occurred
in a supposedly “booming”

economy
with

low
unemployment. Thus, work

truly does not
make you free.

Quite
the

opposite; wealth inequality is a
huge part of the problem. The truth

is
that economic inequality destroys opportunity, while forcing people

to
work

harder for
less.

At the same
time,

democracy has been
collapsing. This all

runs

counter to the conservative narrative that economic freedom results in more free

dom
and

democracy for
everyone.

Arbeit macht frei
(work

sets
you

free), the
slogan

appearing
above

the
entrance

to the
Auschwitz

concentration
camp, was a

cruel

lie 80
years

ago,
and

it remains
so

today.

Wealth
Inequality is the Death of

Democracy

“I’m not
a
big believer in

democracy. I
always say that democracy can be two wolves

and
a
sheep deciding

what’s
for dinner.”

Stephen Moore, The Heritage Foundation

Runaway wealth inequality is
not only

socially destructive, it
is

also corrosive

to the democratic processes
that spawned

it in the
first place.

It is
incompatible

with
democratic

governance where
the

will
of the people is

executed
by their

elected
representatives.

It results in
national

leadership that
may

or
may

not be

competent, but
which definitely

ensures
that economic and political

systems fa

vor
the rich,

disfavor everyone else, and create a government unresponsive
to the

actual desires of the vast majority
of the

population.

Thomas
Piketty estimates that

60 percent of
U.S. wealth

(or more
if you

count

“gifts”
to offspring)

is inherited.
This is up

from
50 percent in the

1970’s
and

1980’s.23 Perhaps
no better

case
study of how the

inheritance
of great

wealth

can
easily overcome gross ignorance, incompetence,

and
a singularly unpleasant

personality can
be found than

Donald J. Trump.

Case
Study: Donald

Trump

“On some great and glorious day the plain folks of the land will reach their

heart’s
desire at last, and the White House will be adorned by

a
downright

moron.”

H. L. Mencken

The
rich really are very different

from you
and

I, but
perhaps

not in the
way F.

Scott
Fitzgerald meant.

The
Trump presidency was a

stark and
disturbing illus

tration of what underlies those differences, and of the overwhelming power
of

wealth in the United States.
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Trump
is not

a
smart

man. He’s
not

intellectually curious.
He has

read almost

nothing
and

cannot even manage
to

work
his

way through bullet-pointed intelli

gence
briefings.

He
is,

by
all accounts, unteachable about anything.

His
personali

ty
isn’t suited

for
leadership

or
success either.

He is
ill-tempered, mercurial, petty,

vindictive,
and

garrulous.
Nor

is
he eloquent,

stringing buzzwords and dog-whis

tles together into
a stream

of
consciousness that only

those
in

tune
with his

brand

of
politics can follow

or understand.
He’s

not
particularly strategic

or deep
in his

thinking.
He

is impervious
to

information
that does not

already fit
his

worldview.

He pits
subordinates

against
each

other
in a belief

that
“survival

of the
fittest”

makes things work, as
though

his cabinet was
an

episode
of

The Apprentice.
He

belittles them, mocks them, and turns on them in an instant. Nor does he listen

to them. And
when

they do speak their
minds,

he
fires

them.

He assumes that because he’s rich,
he must

also
be smart, but

he’s
not

par

ticularly
hard

working.
He

rarely started his official
duties before 10

a.m.,
and

frequently
not until

11.
He spent 60 percent of

his time in
the White

House in

unstructured
“executive time.”24

His frequent
golf junkets

to
Mar-a-Lago

cost

more
in

one year
than all 8

years of
travel in the Obama Administration.25

He delights in fawning praise, like
the roundtable

love-fests
staged by

his cab

inet. The
evangelical right

fed this by
praying over him

and
claiming

he
was

sent

by God,
and, in

turn, he
granted

them their
fondest wishes.

The same is true
with

Fox
News; they

flattered
him, and he

tweeted exactly
as on their

shows. Thus, his

vanity, pride,
and

ignorance make
him

easy
to

manipulate. His
primary

“gift” is

sharing
pettiness, vindictiveness, and

cruelty
with people who

are
similarly ig

norant,
petty, vindictive,

and
racist.

He
has a

talent
for appealing

to the
lowest

common
denominator

at the
right

times in
ways that

they
understand.

“Trump the Successful Billionaire” is a fiction; a mirage created by TV and his

showmanship. His hotels are chintzy money-pits. His casinos
are bankrupt, their

empty
husks scheduled

for
demolition.

He
has declared

bankruptcy at
least six

times
and

is in debt up to his
eyeballs. His shadowy creditors may plausibly

be

the
kind that

ensure people
“accidentally” fall

out of
windows

if they
don’t repay

their debts. Even his
inaugural

cake was a knock-off
of

Obama’s. Unlike
the

44th

President’s cake, Trump’s cake was mostly
made out of

Styrofoam
and

frosting.

Trump
is not

a
great

businessman or deal-maker; he would be far better off

financially today if
he had done

absolutely nothing after
his

father gave
him

his

money, and just dumped his inherited wealth into an indexed stock fund in the

1970's.
He

paid $130,000
for

two minutes
of sex

with
porn star

Stormy Daniels.

His Twitter feed was ample evidence
of his loose

affiliation with
the truth and

poor
impulse control.
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For all
his bombast,

Trump is a failure.
If he

hadn’t inherited
his

father’s
for

tune, or had to
answer

to
a board,

he
would have

been
fired long ago. He’d

be

that loud-mouthed uncle who sells time-shares in Boca Raton and unfortunately

shows
up to

Thanksgiving dinner, boasting,
brazenly

lying, spouting racism,
grop

ing your
wife,

and
making

creepy
innuendos

about
your daughter. He’s sound

and

fury, signifying nothing.

Trump is
not

a
good human

being. Willful ignorance, mocking
the

disabled,

preying
on

women, lying, cheating
on

his spouses, cruelty, bullying people,
and

inciting violence
are

all examples
of his

personal failings. His chief
of

staff,
Gen

eral
John Kelly, reportedly called him “the

most
flawed

person
I have ever

met

in my
life.”26

In almost
any

alternate universe where he didn’t inherit hundreds of millions

of
dollars, Trump would

be
a spectacularly unsuccessful

person.
To

quote
Tom

Nichols, “Bad teachers over
time tend to get bad

evaluations, lousy lawyers will

lose clients, and untalented athletes will fail to make the cut.”27 However, bad

millionaires and bad billionaires will remain millionaires and billionaires, even if

they are
spectacularly bad at

not
just business,

but
life

in general.

But,
because Trump was

born
rich,

people
have had

to put up
with

these
fail

ings
his entire

life.
They

have
had to

genuflect
to

him
because of

his wealth.
They

make excuses
for

him, cater
to him

and allow him
to get

away with anything.
He

never
had to learn or

grow
or consider how or

why
he has

failed.
He

has never

had to ponder
how

he could be
better.

He
never

needed to
improve himself

or

consider
the moral

implications
or consequences of

anything
he

does.
He is the

perfect
example

of how
a life utterly devoid

of
introspection

and
replete with

narcissism
is

possible
because he

was
born

with a silver
spoon

in
his mouth. He

also illustrates
how meritocracy

fails in a system where
there are no

checks
and

balances
on the

ultra-rich;
they exist

above
the

law and outside
the

Peter
Princi

ple.28

The
rich

do not
play

by the
same

rules
as

the rest of America,
and

they know it.

Wealth
Inequality and Democracy

“You
work three

jobs?… Uniquely American, isn’t
it?

I mean, that is fantastic
that

you’re doing that.”

George W. Bush to a divorced mother of three in Omaha, Nebraska

Political scientists Jacob Hacker
and

Paul Pierson identified
three types of

threats
that

extreme
inequality

poses to
democracy.

The
first

is
greatly

unequal
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power within society,
where

a
few

rich people have far
more

power
than the

rest
of

society combined. The
second

is
diverging

interests:
as

the
rich

grow
increasingly

wealthy, and
the poor grow

poorer,
what the

rich want
becomes more

unaligned

with
what the

majority
of the

population wants. Finally,
there

is elite fear.
When the

rich worry
that

a democratic government may
harm their

interests,
they “become

more
willing

to
contemplate

and support
political alternatives

to
democracy.”29

In the
U.S.,

the unequal
power

has become
increasingly evident.

In
2014.

Ben

jamin Page
of

Northwestern University
and

Martin Gilens
at Princeton

Universi

ty
shocked

the
world

by
publishing a paper which

seemed to
show quantitatively

that
the

United
States

was
no longer

functionally a democracy.
They reached

this

conclusion
by

comparing
the clout of

rich Americans
(top

10
percent)

vs.
the

middle
85 percent on

1779 policy issues between 1980 and 2002. They found that

the
middle class’ views

on
policy

had no
statistical impact

on it being adopted.

However,
the

opinions
of the

wealthiest
10 percent

had a dramatic
impact on

whether
a policy was passed.30

It’s
not

hard
to think of

cases
where the

American public
feels

very strongly

about
an issue,

but money and interests
override

the
popular will. This

includes

even
the

simplest
forms of gun control

(88
percent of the

population
supported

enhanced background checks after
the

Sandy
Hook

massacre), protections for

LGBTQ
people (~70

percent support), and the
Trump Tax

Cut
(which passed

with
only 29 percent of

popular
support

in
December

2017).31 Without a
doubt,

it
is

the
rich

who are
driving U.S.

tax
policy. A 2011 poll

of
rich Americans

mak

ing more than
$14 million

per year found that
only 17

percent
said

they
would

support
raising taxes

to reduce
inequality.32

Nor do the
wealthy

support
policies

that
are

in the best
interests

of the
public

if
it means less

money for them.
Seventy-eight

percent of
Americans believe

that
the

government
should

make it affordable
for people to go to

college,
but

only 28
percent of the

wealthy
agreed. In this

same survey, sixty-one
percent of

Americans support national health insurance
of

some sort, but only 32 percent
of

the
wealthy do. It’s difficult

to
find a reason why a

society
shouldn’t aim

for
a

healthier,
more educated, and

less indebted society,
but

we have ended
up

with a

system
that

caters to the
people who want

the exact
opposite.

Another danger
is
what Nobel

Prize winning economist Joseph Stiglitz
de

scribes
as “regulatory capture,” which hastens

the
process

of
government working

against
the interests of the

public.
When

government
entities meant to

regulate

businesses
turn to

protecting
them

instead, it’s
the

public
that

suffers, whether it’s

financial
institutions

like
the Securities and

Exchange Commission, environmen

tal
ones,

or
agencies that supposedly

protect
workers.

When
corporations

con
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trol
these institutions,

it
creates a hazard

to the
public.33 For

instance, during the

COVID-19 pandemic, Tyson Foods successfully
pressured the

government
into

letting
it keep plants

open. As
a result, workers were among

those
who were

most

affected by the disease in
many

midwestern states.34
Managers at

Tyson allegedly

had betting
pools

on how many
workers would

get
sick.35

They
were secure

in the

knowledge that
the Supreme Court had

already ruled
that

workers would struggle

to
collectively sue

them, or the
company,

as
a
group

after
the

Supreme
Court

decision
in

Epic
Systems

v. Lewis.36

Finally,
the fears of the

wealthy
fuel

decline in their belief
in

a
democratic

system. This
is where it

gets
dangerous,

and
there’s ample quantitative evidence

to support this
relationship.

If you look at Gini
Coefficient vs.

the Democra

cy Index scores of
Organization

for
Economic

Co-operation and
Development

(OECD)
nations,

there
is a statistically significant

(p
= .022) relationship between

how unequal
wealth within a

country
is,

and how democratic its
government is.

The
democracy index

ranges from
zero (perfectly totalitarian state)

to
a perfectly

democratic one at 10 (Norway has
the top score at

9.87).

Figure 11. OECD Gini Coefficient vs.
Democracy Index

Data Sources: Economist Intelligence
Unit

(Democracy
Index),

OECD
(Gini coefficient)

Other studies have shown that
high

levels
of

wealth inequality
reduce support

for
democracy.37

This
fits

the pattern
we see

in the
U.S. and elsewhere

around

Europe, where wealth inequality
has

increased and support
for

democracy has

decreased. We also see the lowest level
of

support
for

democracy amongst
young
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er
people,

who are the hardest
hit

by the
issue

of unequal
wealth distribution.38

Analyst Paul Howe looked at this same data
set

and concluded, “Disregard for

democratic norms
is part

of
a larger social

transformation
that

has
seen rising

disengagement and alienation, particularly
among

younger
generations

and lower

socioeconomic classes.”39

The
view

that
massive disparities

in
wealth endanger

democracy
is

held by

many subject matter
experts,

and the data presented here seems to
support this

hypothesis.
The

mechanism
for this effect

is
not hard to

understand.
When

oli

garchs or
plutocrats

pursue
aims

that are
actively harmful

to most of the popu

lation
but

have
far more

influence than
the

people being harmed,
they

diminish

democracy
and society.

It
also

reduces
democratic participation

when
these oli

garchs
and plutocrats have so thoroughly

captured the system
that meaningful

change via
the

ballot
box

appears impossible.
The

plutocrats
and

oligarchs, for

their
part,

are motivated
to

subvert democracy.
If their ideas

and goals are
so

unpopular that they cannot be
passed

through
a
free

and fair democratic process,

then they
will likely seek

to
achieve

those
aims

by other
means.

“It’s very dangerous,” said Ngaire Woods, Dean of the Blavatnik School of

Government
at the

University
of

Oxford. “If people can’t aspire
to

succeed

within
the system, they

will
aspire… outside the system,

in ways that break
the

system.”40
These experts

point
out

that
by

2030,
the top

1
percent of the

U.S.

population will
earn

37-40
percent of the

income.
The bottom 50 percent

will

earn
6
percent.

Nick Hanauer, a
former

venture capitalist
and now head of Civic

Ventures,
summed up

what this
sort of

disparity represents. “That’s
not

a capital

ist market
economy

anymore. That’s a feudalist
system. And

it
scares

me.”

When
comparing

GDP per capita to the Gini
coefficient,

the
U.S.

is
an outlier

with a higher-than-average
GDP per capita

and
higher Gini

coefficient. However,

economic
growth

for
the

middle class
and poor has

stalled
out or

reversed,
and

the
fact that

the
U.S. is

becoming
less democratic may

be
a
phenomenon known

as
reverting

to the
mean.

In other
words, while

the
U.S.

is
democratic for a nation

with
such high

wealth inequality now,
it is

becoming
more

like
undemocratic

countries
that

also have high wealth
and income

inequality.
In

this case,
the

U.S.

may
be

becoming
more

like Russia, China, and Brazil politically because in some

ways
it
resembles

them
economically.

If
a capitalist system with a healthy middle class and

strong
consumer

spend

ing as an
economic driver is

the
intended

goal of
U.S. economic policy, wealth

inequality works against
it. When the International

Monetary
Fund (IMF)

studied

the
issue,

they found that
high levels

of
wealth inequality create significant

eco

nomic
drag. Extremely low levels

of
wealth inequality

reduce
economic growth
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to a lesser extent, but the U.S. is far above the .27 Gini coefficient threshold where

there
appears

to be
a “Goldilocks zone”

for
inequality.41

As
wealth inequality grows,

GDP
growth slows. This makes

sense
intuitively.

If the
only people able

to afford
niceties

are
a very select few, and everyone else

is
barely

capable
of

making
ends meet,

this is a disaster
for

retailers. We
can see

this effect with Millennials
and

their spending habits. While Millennials have
been

accused of
“killing”

numerous
businesses

and
industries, it’s

not their fault. The

Federal Reserve studied
this and concluded the

reason Millennials aren’t buying

things
is

simply
because they do not

have
the

disposable income
that Gen

X
and

the Boomers did, which is attributable
to

rising wealth inequality.42

Republicans
(Mostly)

Created This Issue

“Since 1920,
the

vast increase
in welfare

beneficiaries and
the extension of the fran

chise
to women–two constituencies that are

notoriously tough
for

libertarians—have

rendered the notion of
‘capitalist democracy’ into an oxymoron…I no longer believe

that freedom and
democracy are

compatible.”

Peter Thiel, billionaire
and

Trump
Supporter

Who
is

to
blame

for the
rise

of economic
inequality and all

the
ills

that come

with
it?

While
Democrats

can take
some of the

blame
for

failing
to

emphasize

policies
that reduce

wealth inequality (neo-liberalism),
the

Republican Party
and

its base
(corporations

and religious conservatives)
are the ones

actually demand

ing policies
that

exacerbate
the

problem.

Since Reagan, it has been conservative dogma that
the

best thing for
the

econ

omy and
the country

is
to

slash taxes and social services. All welfare programs, in

their view, should
be

the province
of

churches and charitable organizations.
As pre

viously discussed,
the

religious right leadership rallied behind Reaganomics. These

policies intentionally did
enormous

damage
to

minorities.
They

also
hurt

democra

cy
and

our
society in

the
long

run
by widening wealth and racial inequalities.

The
basis

for
Reaganomics was

the
Laffer Curve, which postulates

that max

imum tax revenue is
generated

at
some

point between 0
and

100
percent. Arthur

Laffer believed that the optimum tax rate was far lower than other, more main

stream
economists believed. He

argued that
U.S. tax

rates
were far above

the

theoretical
optimum

point and claimed
that

if
the

U.S.
reduced tax

rates, it would

spur so
much

economic
growth

that the amount of
taxes collected would,

count

er-intuitively,
go up in the

long
run.

Laffer sold
this theory to

Dick
Cheney and

Donald Rumsfeld
on the

back
of

a napkin in 1974, and unfortunately
it
caught

on. When it
was finally implemented

under
President Reagan, U.S.

tax
receipts

fell
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far
behind the rest of the

Organization
for

Economic
Co-operation and

Devel

opment and the deficit skyrocketed.

So, what
to do about

these deficits?
The

GOP, predictably, settled
on the

Lee
Atwater-approved messaging

of
slashing benefits

for the
poor.

An anon

ymous
Reagan

staffer reportedly
called it “starving

the
beast.” This

economic

philosophy
“used

tax
cuts to

discipline government spending,”43 believing that if

revenues were unilaterally
reduced, the

reduction would lead
to

a higher
budget

deficit, which would
force

legislators
to

enact spending cuts.

The theory that
tax

cuts
will

enforce
fiscal discipline

has
permeated

the
GOP,

and been
adopted

by
lobbyists like Grover Norquist,

and the George
W.

Bush

administration.
It

also worked about as well as buying pants
that are too

small
in

the hopes that this
will motivate weight loss.

Budget
deficits ballooned

under
Rea

gan under
successive Republican administrations. Thus,

to no serious
economist’s

surprise,
theory and

reality differed.
Since the

Reagan Administration, deficits

under
tax-cutting Republican presidents have generally increased at a higher

rate

than
under Democratic

presidents. Post-World War
II, top

marginal
tax

rates
in

America varied between
94 percent and

70
percent. When

Reagan
entered

office,

they
were

at
70

percent, where they had been
since

the
mid-1960’s. In 1980, both

debt as
a
ratio of GDP and

wealth inequality were
at near

historic lows.

Then came
Reagan’s sweeping tax

cuts for the
wealthy, dropping

top
marginal

rates to
as

low
as 28

percent by
1987.

The result
was

an
exploding deficit

and

ballooning wealth inequality. For people
of color, the

growth in wealth inequality

since Reagan’s time has been even
more

pronounced.44

Figure 12. Top Marginal Tax Rates 1913-2018

Source: Tax Foundation45
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The
Republican assault

on
unions was part

of the
problem,

and it accelerated

under
Reagan.

Countries
with healthy

unions
have less wealth inequality.

When

Reagan broke the air traffic controllers’ strike of 1981, it further weakened that

institution
and

paved
the

way
for

growth
in

wealth
and

income inequality.46

While never immensely popular, Reaganomics has
been the

dominant
eco

nomic theory
in

the
U.S. for four

decades
now. What

the
rich want,

the
rich

get.

And they
want policies that allow

them to become
richer, regardless

of
whether

they
benefit society. To

get such
policies,

they go to the
Republican Party.

Of

the 100 wealthiest Americans
on the

Forbes 100 list, two-thirds give exclusively

or
mainly

to
Republicans

or
conservative causes. Overall, individuals on this list

gave
three times

as much
money to

conservative causes as liberal
or

progressive

ones.47
This same study found

that
of

these 100 individuals,
none

were seeking
to

lower taxes. Even progressive billionaires like
George Soros and

Bill
Gates

aren’t

pushing for “socialism,"
despite the fears of the conservative base. Executives in

the
relatively socially liberal tech

sector are more
conservative than average Re

publican voters
on

issues like government regulation
of

corporations
and

labor

unions.48

After 40
years,

The
Laffer Curve and

the
economic

theories surrounding it

have been extensively field tested and disproven. A 2020 study of 18 OECD na

tions
over 50

years found that
tax

cuts
for

the
wealthy

do not boost the
economy,

nor do they
“trickle down.”

It
also concluded that raising taxes

on the
wealthy

had

little
or no

impact
on the

economy. This effectively debunks
both

conservative

talking
points that

low taxes
on the

rich help
the

economy,
and

that increasing
tax

rates on them
would

harm it.49 (But more on that
later.)

As noted
previously,

unequal societies
have

great
difficulty balancing

protec

tions
between

the
1

percent and
everyone else.

As
a

result,
most conservative

parties face
the

following
conundrum:

how
do they represent the

interests
of

businesses and the rich, while appealing
to enough

voters
to get elected,

even

if their
economic policies

are deeply unpopular?
Simple:

they
find divisive so

cial issues based
on race, sex,

xenophobia, religion,
and other areas where they

will have long-term opportunities
to

exploit
fears and hatreds

that
induce their

supporters to
ignore

the
damage

their
economic policies cause.

This
right-wing,

populist, 1-percenter-friendly,
us

vs.
them

politics is
the

basis
of fascism.

The
list

of
policies that contribute

to
worsening

economic
disparities reads

like a Republican
letter to

Santa: low
top

marginal tax rates, low taxes
on corpo

rations, slashing
the

social safety
net

(Medicare, social security, Medicaid, Afford

able Care Act, the
Special

Supplemental
Nutrition Program

for
Women,

Infants

and
Children

(WIC),
etc.), opposition

to
unions, weakened labor laws, opposition
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to
raising

the
minimum wage

(or
having a minimum wage at all),

the Bankruptcy

Reform Bill
of

2005,
and

acceptance
of

medical bankruptcy.
These are

all
GOP

positions
that

are generally unpopular,
but core tenets of

their
party

platform

nonetheless.
The base has been

conditioned
to see

this
as

simply
the

price
of

“freedom.” You know, the freedom to work two
jobs until

you die
on

your
greet

er’s chair at Wal-Mart at
the

age
of

72.

Each Republican wish
is

effectively
the

government acting as a reverse Robin

Hood,
taking

from the poor
and giving

to the
rich and corporations.

Any one of

these
individually isn’t

enough to create the
runaway wealth inequality

that
we

see

now. Together, however,
they are

sufficient
to

create
the free

fall we are observing

across
society. Conversely, fixing

one of these problems
(say,

the top
marginal

tax

rate) is not enough to
overcome

the effects of
all

the
others.50 Conservatives

use

this
to

effectively argue, “Whelp,
that

won’t fix everything,
so

let’s
not do

it.” We

are
effectively

on
a
path to

social, governmental, and
economic

oblivion (unless

you really want
to

live
in

a third-world theocratic oligarchy
where

elections
are

incapable
of

changing anything).

Thus, halting
the

runaway train
to

Oligarchyville will take
an

“all of the

above” strategy. All
of the

things
necessary to

prevent going
to “The Bad Place”

are
vehemently

opposed by the
GOP,

while
generally favored

by the majority of

the
public. Eighty-two

percent of the
public wants

to
raise the federal minimum

wage,
and 55 percent

want
to more than double it to

$15
per

hour.51 Fifty-nine

percent of
registered voters

support
raising

the top
marginal

rate on people

earning more than
$10 million

per year to 70 percent,
while only

12 percent of

Americans want
to see cuts to

Medicare and
Social

Security.52
The

Affordable

Care Act
is significantly

more popular than the
Trump Tax

cuts for the
wealthy.53

Support for labor unions is at
a 15-year

high, and has been rising since
2008.54

Indeed, modern
analysis

suggests that tax
revenue

is
maximized

when the top

marginal
rate is

set
to about 70 percent,

even
accounting for

economic
growth.

Instead,
we’re

going in the
opposite direction

under
Republican rule.

The

2001
Bush tax cuts

gave
40 percent of the

benefits
to the top

1
percent.56 The

2017 Trump
tax cut, by

comparison, gave 80
percent to the top

percentile.57

At the end of World War II, the effective tax rate on the richest 400 families

in America
was over

70 percent. By
2018,

it had
fallen

to 23.58 Despite
virtual

ly
every Republican economic

policy
being wildly unpopular

with the general

public
and contributing to

worsening social
and economic

conditions
for most

Americans,
they

still
pursue these

goals.
Why? Because

corporations, Republican

politicians,
and

Christian nationalist
community leaders

have
convinced some

of
their religiously conservative

base that these
policies

are
what

God
wants.
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Others
simply don’t care

about economic
policy,

as
long

as the
government

is

hurting people that
want to see hurt.

Figure 13. Theoretical Tax Revenue vs. Tax Rate

Source: Mathias Trabandt and Harald Uhlig (2011).

“The Laffer Curve Revisited”55

Joseph Stiglitz has looked at solutions
to

wealth and income inequality in detail

and
proposed solutions

to the
wealth

and income gaps
in America: laws prevent

ing
monopolistic

competition,
higher tax rates on the wealthy, affirmative action

in education, removing incentives for “too big to
fail”

risk
taking,

ending corpo

rate
welfare, estate taxes, collective workers’ rights, and

health
care

for
all.59 Every

one of these
solutions is

anathema to
Republicans. Indeed,

Attorney General

William Barr
sued

Yale University
to

force
them to accept fewer

minority students,

while simultaneously supporting lawsuits
to end the

Affordable Care Act.60 This

is
why Stiglitz concludes, “Inequality is

the result of
political

forces as
much as

of economic ones.”61

However, rather
than

responding
to the

conservative dilemma
by

moderating

its economic policies to attract more voters, the GOP relied on cultural divisions

to
stoke

hatred
and fear

of others to pull people to the
polls

for them,
regardless

of their
economic

policies.

163



Brynn Tannehill

Plutocracy vs. Populism

“The
aristocracy,

in
a
desperate last struggle, tried to ally itself with the conser

vative forces of the churches—the Catholic Church in Austria and
France,

the

Protestant Church in Germany—under the pretext of
fighting

liberalism with

the weapons of Christianity. The mob was only
a
means to strengthen their po

sition, to give their voices
a

greater resonance. Obviously they neither could, nor

wanted, to organize the
mob,

and would dismiss it once their aim was achieved.

But they discovered that antisemitic slogans were highly effective in mobilizing

large strata of
the

population.”

Hannah Arendt

While evangelical attitudes towards wealth have already
been discussed in

Chapter 6, it is worth noting this has
been

something
of

a two-way
street. Cor

porations and the
wealthy have worked hard

to encourage the “pull
yourself

up

by the
bootstraps” narrative that anyone

can get
rich if

they
simply work

hard

enough,
which

bolsters the
white evangelical religious belief that morality in

the

form of
work

ethic determines personal
economic success.

It
also dovetails with

the
observation

that
demographic

groups
associated

with
Republicans

are far

more likely to believe that poverty is caused by personal faults rather than circum

stances, along with
the

converse. Rakeen Mabud, the director of the Roosevelt

Institute’s 21st
Century Economy and Race and Gender

programs,
puts the

lie
to

this narrative:

Conservative lawmakers have
long been

selling
the

misleading

notion
that Americans

can
change their

destinies
simply

by

working themselves
to the

bone, distracting
from the structural

forces
that make economic upward mobility

extremely
difficult.

But the truth is that in America today, hard work can
get most

people only so far. In fact, those who are working hardest have

fallen
behind the

fastest.
These

days, working
as

a
home

health

aide, a
restaurant

worker,
or in any

minimum-wage
job

is
not

a

gateway
to the

middle class.
According to some

reports, a quar

ter of all individuals living in poverty are working
or

seeking

work, and in many states, people working
full

time at minimum

wage still live
below the

poverty line.62

At the
same time, Republicans always knew

this
was something

of
a shotgun

wedding.
The

average Republican voter is far
more

socially
than

economically

conservative:
there

is significant overlap between Republican and
Democratic

voters
on some economic

issues.63 This
renders

Republican voters
more

receptive

to
populist messages than might

be expected.
Even

Lee
Atwater

(of the
infamous
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n-word observations) remarked on white southern economic values: “The South

is not
conservative.

If one
label

had to be
ascribed

to the whole South,
that label

should
be

‘populist’. Populists
are not

laissez-faire free-marketers.”64
This

is part
of

why Trump’s trade protectionist policies were so popular with
the

base.

However, any
hope that

Republicans might take
the steps

necessary
to turn

things
around

for Millennials and
Gen

Z
is

entirely misplaced. Leading
conser

vative religious figures like Franklin
Graham

denounce any
attempt to

raise
tax

rates, empower unions,
or

raise minimum wage laws
as

“godless”
and

“evil” so

cialism.65 FiveThirtyEight’s analysis observed
that the

U.S. is
probably too

reli

gious
to

institute
the

progressive economic policies necessary
to turn the

tide.66

Given
the

Republican stranglehold
on the

U.S.
Senate due to

non-proportional

representation,
the odds of getting enough

votes
to

raise
tax

rates, close
corpo

rate
loopholes,

protect
unions, guarantee

health
care,

and
bolster

the
social safety

net are just about
zero. Even

then, the
6-3 conservative

Supreme Court is
likely

to
strike some

of these
down, even if

they are
passed.

Jacob Hacker and Paul Pierson described this phenomenon
of

“reactionary

economic priorities and right-wing cultural and racial appeals” as “plutocratic
pop

ulism.”67
As noted in Chapter 5, this

is related
to

Timothy Snyder’s
concept of

“sadopopulism,”
where

a plutocratic government works against
the

interests
of

its own base,
thereby ramping up

their feelings
of

grievance. Hacker
and

Pierson

postulate that what keeps
the

populist base aligned with plutocrats is
the ex

ploitation of “resentment,
racialization,

and
rigging.” Resentment

and
racializa

tion prey upon their fear that they are losing
their place

in
society,

and that
Blacks

and others
who

are
“less American”

are
receiving benefits

that
exceed

their
value

to society
(e.g., welfare

queens).
This, and what Hannah

Arendt
described, fit

with how billionaires such as the Kochs and their allies in the media used their

fortunes and
assets

to
help bootstrap

the
Tea Party

as
a movement.

Similarly, political scientists William Howell
and

Terry
Moe write

that “popu

lists don’t
just feed on

socioeconomic discontent.
They

feed
on

ineffective
gov

ernment—and their
great

appeal
is that they

claim
to

replace it with a govern

ment
that

is
effective

through
their

own
autocratic power.”68

After
decades

of

Republicans trying
to

make government less effective
and do

fewer things, and

Democrats
more or

less going along with
it,

people
no

longer believe govern

ment
can provide essential

goods and
services

to the
public. Worse, because

of

non-proportional representation,
there are

few avenues to restore this lost func

tionality,
and thereby

disempower these populists.

Ultimately,
the

relationship between Christian nationalists and
the

oligarchs

is
mostly

one
sided:

other than the
oligarchs spending

money to elect
socially

165



Brynn
Tannehill

conservative politicians, most Christian nationalists
do not

benefit economically

from the
relationship. Quite

the
opposite.

The
oligarchs profit

greatly from con

trol of the
U.S. political

system handed to them
by white Christian nationalist

voters,
but not

vice-versa. This was always
the

weak link: Christian nationalists

always got less from businesses than businesses got from Christian nationalists.

Part
of our

collective blindness
to

inequality
comes from the

late 19th
centu

ry economic
philosophy

of
“marginal productivity theory,” which posited

that

those with the highest incomes earned this because they contributed the most to

society.69
In

reality, however, productivity has soared while wages have stagnated

for
all

but the
super-wealthy.

They often engage
in non-productive activities

(rent

seeking70)
that pull money

from society and redistributes it
to the

wealthy,
such

as the
work

Mitt
Romney

did as
a corporate raider

at
Bain Capital.71

As
Romney’s

gaffe
showed, Republican oligarchs and social conservatives divide the world into

“makers”
and

“takers,” while believing
that the poor

“have only themselves
to

blame.”72

Franklin D. Roosevelt’s
New Deal

and
Lyndon

B. Johnson’s
Great

Society
are

examples of
governmental

action to reduce
inequality. Obama

had
two

terms in

office, as did Clinton.
During both

their administrations, wealth inequality
con

tinued to
worsen, because

the
GOP was able

to
block

any
attempts

at
fixes, while

Democrats were reluctant
to

anger
the donor

class. Thus,
any efforts by Demo

crats to turn the tide
were half measures at

best.
However, history teaches

us that

reversing runaway wealth inequality is somewhere between extremely difficult

and
impossible without catastrophic black swan events.

A historical example of how to raise the value of labor, and overall standard

of
living, is

to
kill a large percentage

of your
workforce.

The
lowest level of

wealth inequality
in the

U.S.
in modern

history
came not

during
the New

Deal,

but
starting

in the
early 1940’s

when
we went

to
war, lost 407,000

men, and
anoth

er 671,000 came back wounded. This
trend held true for

virtually every
country

that fought major battles in WWII.

Other
historians

credit the
black plague (aka

The
Black Death), which killed

a
third of the

people
in Europe and

hit Italy
the

hardest, with reducing inequal

ity more than any other event in Western history. Indeed, historian Dr. Walter

Scheidel makes
the

argument
that

violence and catastrophes (like
the

plague)
are

the most
effective ways

to reduce
inequality, and that

the
Renaissance was

only

possible
because of the

preceding pandemic.73 Thus,
he looks at the

situation
in

the
U.S. with regards

to
inequality,

and
finds

it
irreversible without violence

and

catastrophe sufficient
to nearly

collapse society.
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Another
element

that
makes recovery

from
runaway wealth inequality nigh

impossible
is

that religious conservatives and oligarchs have
something in com

mon: they both
realize that

time
and demographics are

not on the
side

of the

wealthy and religious conservatives.
The

goals and beliefs
of the

religious right

are less
and less popular. Weyrich,

who
died in 2008

at the age of
66,

knew by

2005 that the culture war was lost.
The

rest
of the

Christian right caught
up by

2015 with
the

ruling
in Obergefell. So did the

Heritage Foundation, which realized

by
2018 that, “fiscal issues are a

complete
wasteland…

and the donors
know it.”

Wall
Street

backers
of

Heritage
and the GOP urged

a pivot
to

social issues
to get

out the
base.74

The
elections

of
2018 pivoted

to
focusing

on
immigrants and dark

commercials associating
them

with violence
and

crime.

Similarly,
the

Millennials and
Gen

Z have had enough
of

laissez-faire capitalism:

the
word “socialism”

had
lost much

of
its stigma with

them.
Tax

cuts for the

wealthy
and the

use
of the

Laffer Curve weren’t fooling
them

with promises
that

a rising
tide

lifts all boats. Hucksters like Grover
Norquist (who

headed
the

an

ti-tax
group Americans for

Tax Reforms and
forced

Republicans
to

sign a
pledge

to
never raise taxes) have

ensured the GOP
will never

moderate their
economic

policies.

Both
evangelicals and

the
wealthy recognized

that
in

order to get what they

wanted,
they

would have
to

win back
the

White
House once

more, and
then en

sure that no more
meaningful

elections
ever

took
place.

They
had

made
a Faus

tian bargain with each
other to break

American
democracy once and

for all based

on
their fears:

one of
losing a

fraction of
their money, and

the other of
losing

their place
in

society.
The unholy

spawn
of that

union was Donald Trump
and

the modern GOP. As Pierson and Hacker described it:

“The result is an
especially volatile

mix–a party
coalition

that
is

capable of
changing policies and institutions, but fearful it will

not long control them;
a party coalition that is

able to
achieve its

priorities,
but only by

disregarding majorities, dividing and lying

to
citizens, and distorting democracy.”

By the end of
2020

it
was clear

that
most

of the GOP
wasn’t just distorting

de

mocracy, it was intent
on

destroying
it.
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Eight

Permanent
Single

Party Rule

“Tell
me

why
you

kept kicking him? You had already won.”

“Knocking
him down won the

first fight. I wanted
to win

all
the next ones,

too.”

Ender’s Game

W
hen former

Republican Speaker
of the

House
Newt

Gingrich first called

politics a “war for power,”
he

was spelling
out the

philosophy
of the

future

of
his party.1

They
don’t see politics

as
a
game

where “you win some, you
lose

some,”
but

rather as a life-or-death struggle
for permanent

dominance.
The prob

lem
with this

is
that when

one
side

stops
playing

the
“Democracy

game”
and

ends

up
permanently

on
top,

the system breaks down and is no
longer a democracy.2

What emerges
may

be
totalitarian, fascist, authoritarian, plutocratic, oligarchic,

or

some other form of
dystopia.

After the
2008 presidential election, conventional wisdom

in the GOP
was

adapt
or

die.
Some

Republicans
and

pundits believed
that they needed to

change

their message,
become more

inclusive
and

less reliant
on white

voters, and
gen

erally adapt
to

America’s shifting demographics
and

attitudes
on social

issues.3

Instead,
GOP

operatives built a
plan

called
the REDMAP

Project, designed
to

ensure
Republicans could win forever with

their
(shrinking) base

at the state and

federal
level via gerrymandering,

court
packing, voter suppression, and

other
an

ti-democratic
methods.4

When
Republicans swept state legislatures

in
2010

and

conducted
reapportionment,

they gerrymandered
Democrats

out of
existence

across
much

of the
U.S.5

In effect, they created
single-party states impervious

to

the
popular vote across

much of the
country.

Creeping permanent minoritarian rule is insidious.
The

fall
from

democracy
in

modern
times

is
usually a slow

and
deliberate

process of tearing
down defenses

and
rigging

the
game

one
rule at a time. It’s

not loud and
explosive.

There
aren’t

tanks rolling in
the

streets,
nor

is
there secret

police
spying on

everyone.
There

aren’t gulags
and death

camps. Instead, it’s a legalistic death by a thousand cuts.
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Formal and informal constraints
on the autocrat and the

ruling party fall
by the

wayside
one at

a
time,

over a
period of

years, until finally
the

Republic
dies not

with a bang,
but

a whimper.

When
the

interests
of

people
on top of the

societal pyramid become increas

ingly minoritarian,
they

feel threatened and outnumbered. This creates a powerful

incentive for democratic backsliding. Democracy becomes part
of the

threat, some

thing that needs
to be

destroyed every bit as much as
the

things
they

were afraid
of

in
the

first place, whether it was immigrants, gays,
or

higher marginal tax rates.
The

American system of government was never intended
to

protect a tyranny
of

the

minority. Rather,
the

goal
of the

Constitution was
to

“make it difficult
to

for major

ities
to

rule without broad agreement.”6
In the

U.S. today
there

is broad agreement

on
a great many issues,

but
a minority prevents action

on
any

of
them.

In
this,

the
Constitution has failed. A functional democracy requires at least two

competing
parties committed

to
playing

the
democratic game, as well

as
compet

itive elections
that

represent
the

majority vote. Instead, in states that were taken

over
by

Republicans using
the

strategies
of
REDMAP, politicians pick their voters

rather than voters picking their politicians.
The Supreme Court

looked
at

this sort

of
partisan gerrymandering

and
decided that it was outside their jurisdiction

to
ad

dress, thereby enshrining illiberal democracy and sham elections as constitutional.7

They
have

done the
same with voting rights,

as
Republicans have rolled back

the

ability
of

democratic constituencies
to

vote.
The

result is an America that may
no

longer
meet the

definition
of

a democracy,
or

even a republic.

Republican suppression
of democracy

takes two
general forms: gerrymander

ing and
voter suppression.

Another
anti-democratic

force
in

the
U.S. is

the
system

itself, which emphasizes non-proportional representation
that tends to

heavily

favor the GOP.

Gerrymandering

“Most Americans conceptualize
a

hypothetical end of
American

democracy in

apocalyptic terms. But
actually,

you usually learn that you are no longer living in
a

democracy not because The Government Is
Taking

Away
Your Rights,

or passing

laws that you oppose, or because there is
a
coup or

a
quisling.

You
know that you

are no longer living in
a
democracy because the elections in which you are participat

ing no longer can yield political change.”

Thomas
Pepinsky

Efforts to suppress
voters have exploded since the Supreme Court struck

down key portions
of the

Voting Rights
Act (VRA)

in
Shelby

County v.
Holder in

2013, in which southern
states argued that they

weren’t really racist
anymore and
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could
be trusted not to suppress the

votes
of

minorities (which
they did the

min

ute the enforcement
provisions

of the VRA
were

struck
down).8 What

is
left

of

the
VRA appears unlikely

to
survive Trump’s 6-3 conservative

Supreme Court.

The
Roberts

Court
was inclined

to
either overturn

the
Voting Rights

Act or
in

terpret standing
in such a way as

to
make it unenforceable, even when there were

clear
cases of

racial gerrymandering (which remains illegal,
for

now).9

The results of elections influenced
by

gerrymandering and voter suppres

sion
resemble

those
where

ballot boxes have
been stuffed or

voting machines

have
been

hacked.
In

states like Wisconsin and
North

Carolina, where Repub

licans have
gerrymandered the

political boundaries using optimizing
computer

algorithms,
there

is
no

plausible
path

for Democrats
to

win
control of the state

legislatures even when
they

win
the

popular vote by wide margins.10
The only

reason
Virginia flipped

in
2019, despite Democrats winning

by nearly
9 points,

was realignment
of

a
district

that
the courts found to be

racially gerrymandered.11

North Carolina is
perhaps the best

case-study in gerrymandering, given
that

the behind-the-scenes election rigging efforts
of the

Republican Party eventually

became a matter
of

public
record. In

2010,
the

Republican Party
of North

Car

olina enlisted
the help of Thomas

Hofeller,
who

specialized in creating heavily

gerrymandered districts.
He

liked
to

describe his work
as “the only

legalized form

of
vote stealing left

in the United
States.”12 He also

described redistricting as
“like

an election in
reverse… Usually voters

get to
pick

the
politicians.

In
redistricting,

politicians
get to pick [their] voters.”13

Obama had
won

North
Carolina

in
2008,

but
after

the
2010 redistricting

the

state’s legislature and congressional
delegation became

unassailably
red. Despite

winning
only

50.3
percent of the

vote in
the

2018 election, Republicans carried

10 out of the 13 seats for
the

U.S. House.
North

Carolina Republican representa

tive David Lewis had endorsed this
gerrymander

when
it
was

put
forward, noting:

“I propose
that we draw

the maps to
give a partisan advantage

to 10
Republicans

and three
Democrats, because I

do not
believe it’s possible

to
draw a

map
with

11

Republicans and two Democrats.”14

Literally,
the

day
after the Supreme Court struck

down
the enforcement pro

visions
of the

Voting Rights
Act in

2013,
North

Carolina Republicans
requested

voter
data by race to

help
craft

a sweeping elections bill.
This

bill eliminated a

week
of

early voting
and

out-of-precinct voting,
and

required voters
to

show

specific
types of photo

ID, all
of

which were
intended to

prevent
as many

Blacks

as
possible

from
voting.

In
2017, a

federal court found that the
laws “target

Afri

can-Americans with almost surgical precision.”15
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Proving
that North

Carolinian Republicans
intended to target

people by
race

rather than
“improving election

security”
proved maddeningly difficult.

It
might

not
have

been
possible except

for
an unlikely chain

of
events.

The data
analysis

for the
2013 law had

been run
by Hofeller.

After
his death

in
2018, his estranged

daughter,
a Democrat, stumbled across

his hard
drives

and turned them
over

to

Common
Cause, a voting rights advocacy group. They,

in turn, used them to sup

port
claims

in court
that

the
2013 laws intentionally

targeted
voters

by
race.16 This

undeniable evidence was finally
enough to

swing
the

courts, which
ruled: “The

Court finds that
in
many election environments, it

is the
carefully

crafted
maps,

and not the
will

of the
voters,

that
dictate

the
election

outcomes in
a significant

number of
legislative districts

and,
ultimately,

the
majority

control of the
General

Assembly.”17

This
happy

ending
is

likely a one-off, however. It’s unlikely
that

a smoking

gun
like Hofeller’s drives will

be found in other
gerrymandered states like Michi

gan,
Wisconsin, Florida,

and
Pennsylvania. However, given

how coordinated the

REDMAP
Project was,

and how
similar

the
gerrymandering is across

states
with

Republican controlled legislatures,
there

is little
doubt

that
the

only
thing

differ

ent about North Carolina is
that the

perpetrators
got caught.

Worse,
the Supreme Court

decided
in

2018’s Gill v.
Whitford

that
no

political

gerrymander is so outrageous
or

oppressive
that the courts should be involved.

Chief Justice Roberts wrote
in his

decision: “Excessive partisanship
in

districting

leads
to results

that
seem

reasonably
unjust. But the fact that gerrymandering

is

‘incompatible with
democratic

principles’
does not mean that the

solution lies

with
the federal

judiciary.” Thus,
the

Roberts
court,

like
the court that

gave
us

Jim
Crow,

is
dedicated

to freedom and democracy in the abstract
only. Like Chief

Justice Taney and
Dred Scott, this court

would easily make decisions ending
the

United States as
both

a democracy
and

a
union.

Voter Suppression

“If conservatives become convinced that they cannot win
democratically,

they will

not abandon
conservatism.

They will reject democracy.”

David Frum,
former speechwriter for

President
George

W.
Bush

Extreme
polarization also

reduces
states’ ability

to
move

one
way

or
another

or to
flip voters.18

Some election
theorists, notably Rachel Bitecofer, have arrived

at the
conclusion that swing voters

are
becoming a smaller portion

of the elec

torate,
and

therefore less
important

to
winning elections than mobilizing

the
base

of
a party. Thus, competitive elections are primarily determined

by
existing

pop

ulation ratios and “Get Out The Vote” efforts.19 Because
younger, more

liberal
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voters
are more

likely
to

have
jobs

and children, it
is more

difficult
for them to

vote than seniors, who tend to be more conservative and have more time on their

hands to
vote. Republicans have steadfastly resisted efforts

to
make

it
easier for

younger people
to

vote, making it much more difficult for Democrats to follow

Bitecofer’s
proposed path to

electoral success.20

This does not bode
well

for
Democrats.

The
highly effective Republican strat

egies to suppress turnout now include deliberate and sustained disinformation

campaigns.21 Paul Weyrich described this strategy decades
ago:

“I don’t want
ev

erybody
to

vote. Elections are
not

won
by

a
majority of

people.
They

never have

been from the
beginning

of our
country,

and they are not
now.

As
a
matter of

fact,
our

leverage in
the

elections
quite

candidly
goes up

as
the

voting populace

goes
down.”22

Gerrymandering works wonderfully
in rigging

legislatures,
but there are

still

offices
that are

won
by popular

vote.
This is

where suppression
comes in. Func

tionally,
this means making it as hard

as possible
for people who tend to be

Democrats to
vote. This

includes
voter

ID
laws requiring

forms of ID that

Black people are least
likely

to
have,23 voter-roll

purges that mostly affect
Black

Americans,24
and limiting the number of

polling
places in areas where Black

vot

ers are concentrated.25 Since 2013, 17 million Americans have been purged from

voting rolls, disproportionately
affecting areas

with a
history of

discrimination.26

These efforts
are supported by the GOP

base,
often

for reasons that
are

likely

rooted
in racism.

One
post-election poll

in
2020

found
that 46

percent of
Re

publicans believe
that

“some people
are not

smart enough
to

vote” (27
percent

among Democrats).
Forty-three

percent of
Republicans (compared with 15

per

cent of Democrats)
say

that people should
have

to pass some sort of test
before

they can
vote.27 This clearly signals a desire

among the base to
bring back

the
sorts

of
literacy

tests that the
Voting Rights

Act (VRA) banned,
and

could return if the

Supreme Court
finishes it off.

Quantitative
research

backs
up the supposition of

a
desire by

Republicans
to

disenfranchise blacks
being the real reason behind

laws
seeking to restrict

voter

access. Erin O’Brien, a political
scientist at the

University
of

Massachusetts,

conducted
a
study using

over
600 examples of

restrictive voter
access bills

intro

duced
between 2006

and
2011.

She used regression to test both the
explanations

used by both
conservatives

and
liberals

for why these
bills were

introduced.

None of the
right-wing claims held up,

but she found that minority turnout
in

the
previous

election, increase in minority turnout
between

the
previous two

elections, increase
in low-income turnout between the previous

two elections,

African-American
population, and

non-citizen population
were the

significant
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predictors
of the

legislation
being introduced.

Only two were predictive
of pas

sage: percentage of
Republicans

in the state
legislature, and having a Republican

governor.28

On the flip side of the coin, GOP efforts to maximize turnout of their base

have
been

wildly successful.
By

playing
on the fears

and grievances
of white

Christian nationalists about abortion, immigrants, Muslims, and transgender
peo

ple,
they

have consistently boosted
turnout of

their
core

demographic.29
In

2004,

white evangelicals were
23 percent of the

population
and

23
percent of the

vote.

In
2018,

they
were

15 percent of the
population and 26

percent of
voters.30How

ever, white evangelical voters cannot
push their

relative
turn out much

higher

than
it

already
is

(they’re already among
the

most likely
to

vote), which incentiv

izes the GOP to rig the elections via voter suppression.

We may have
entered

a
death spiral of electing

politicians
who select judges

who
let

the politicians pick
their voters

in order to
keep

them in
power, which

allows
them to

pick
more judges and so on. How

Republicans
and Democrats

respond to losing statewide elections is
telling.

When Democrats
won

control

of the
governors’ offices in

the
heavily

gerrymandered states of North Car

olina, Michigan,
and

Wisconsin, Republican legislatures
with

super-majorities

passed
bills stripping those

governors
of their

powers
during the lame

duck

session.31
However,

when faced
with

the
same situation, Democratic legislatures

in Maryland,
Massachusetts, Vermont,

and New
Jersey did

not
retaliate with

similar laws.33

Republicans are also uninterested in following through with voter-initiated

ballot initiatives.
When 65 percent of

Florida voters approved allowing
ex-felons

to
vote, Republicans

put
a
poll

tax on ex-felons to ensure that none of them could

do so
without potentially facing

new
felony charges.53

When
Utah’s voters passed

a ballot initiative
to expand

Medicaid, Republican legislators made
the

expan

sion
so narrow that

almost
no one

qualified.34 Arizona Republicans have waged

a two-decade-long battle
to

take away
the

ability
for

citizens
to put

initiatives
on

the
ballot,

because the
unwashed masses

had the temerity to mandate indepen

dent
districting commissions

to
prevent gerrymandering.35 Michigan Republicans

succeeded
in making ballot initiatives nearly impossible after a Democrat

gained

control of the
governor’s office in 2018.36

The
ultimate

goal is to ensure that the
will

of the people
is irrelevant,

and

that only
the

will
of the GOP and its

base
matters

in a functionally minoritarian,

single-party state.

174



American Fascism

Non-Proportional Representation

“The
rule

of
a minority,

as
a permanent arrangement,

is
wholly inadmissible;

so that,

rejecting
the

majority
principle,

anarchy
or despotism in some form is all that is left.”

Abraham Lincoln

The deck is
stacked against

Democrats in federal elections as
well, making

reclaiming
the

White
House or the Senate

difficult even
when the

public votes

for Democrats by
a wide margin.

The
Senate, as defined in

the
Constitution, is

mandated non-proportional
representation—a concession

to
slave

states at the

time. Low-population states are
much more

likely
to be

Republican-leaning.
As

a

result, Republican
senators

will usually
hold the

majority,
despite representing

sig

nificantly less than
half the

population.37 Wyoming’s voters have sixty-seven
times

more
voting power and representation

per
person

in the Senate
than Californians.

This ratio is unheard of in other democratic countries, even those with
upper and

lower house legislatures.38
Nor

did
the framers of the

Constitution envision this,

as the
largest disparity

in
1787 was

only
6:1.39

Because
of

non-proportional
representation,

Republicans have a
nearly insur

mountable 20-seat advantage going
into elections

in
the

Senate.40 Elliot Morris, a

statistician and election wonk for
The

Economist,
estimated

that in
order for Dem

ocrats
to

claim a veto-proof super-majority
in the

Senate,
they

would
need to

win

the national
vote

by
about 19 points. This

has
never

happened in the modern

era.
Conversely, Republicans

only need to win the
national vote

by
two

points to

achieve a similar super-majority, which happened in
the

2014 off-year elections.

Election forecaster and statistician Nate Silver described
the

near impossibility

of this situation for Democrats in the Senate in an interview:

“We talked before about what a landslide it was when Obama

won in 2008.
He

won
by

7 points.
The

GOP has about a
6- to

7-point
inherent

advantage
in the Senate,

meaning that
the me

dian state is around 6
points more

Republican
in the country

as
a whole.

So Democrats can
win,

but only
if

they win
in a

landslide.”41

He concluded that
Republicans

do not need to
govern

for the
median voter.

They

will govern for people far more conservative than most Americans.

Mitch
McConnell launched over 500 filibusters during his

tenure as Senate

Minority Leader
under Obama. Some of these

were
on

legislation supported
by

nearly 90 percent of
Americans.42 Over-representation

of rural,
white, evangel

175



Brynn Tannehill

ical voters
in the Senate,

plus hyper-polarization, makes
it

nearly impossible for

Democrats
to put

justices
on the federal bench. This

results
in

a non-representa

tive
federal

judiciary
as

well.43
Senators representing as

little
as 11 percent of the

population
can

sustain a filibuster. Or,
put

another way, you
can get 41

votes
in

the Senate
with just

the
states

that
Trump won

in
2016 by 20

points or
more.44

This
disparity

in representation and
lack

of
action

on
popular legislation

caused

Morris to
observe

that,
“Republics

are supposed to
have indirect representation

for voters—and under no reasonable national parameterization can
you

call
what

the Senate is doing today ‘representation.’”

Given the increasing polarization
of

Americans, state-level voter suppres

sion,
and the

growing concentration
of Democrats in deep

blue
urban

ar

eas, there is no viable path for Democrats to create a filibuster-proof Senate

in the foreseeable future.
45

This concentration of Democrats in deep blue ar

eas
is increasing,46

as
people with college educations,47

who
increasingly

fa

vor Democrats,48
are more

likely
to end up

in
blue

urban
or suburban

areas.49

The
path

to the White
House

is
inherently biased towards Republicans

as
well,

primarily
due to the

Electoral College.50 Because
of

this demographic clustering,

we
see

a gerrymander-like effect: Democrats are
concentrated into

a small
num

ber of states where they win handily, such as New York and California, while

the
Electoral College votes

of the
closest

states
with

lots of
Electoral College

delegates
(Michigan, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, Florida, Arizona, North Carolina,

and
Ohio) tilt Republican based

on
tipping-point analysis and

how they
vote

in

comparison with
the

national average.
It

doesn’t help
that

in smaller,
low

popula

tion states
(which

tend to be
red) individual votes

are
worth

more
than in larger

population states.51 Urban shift
and

wastage
of

Democratic votes52
are

a major

factor in why
the

inevitably shifting demographics
of the

U.S. may
not be enough

to
save

Democrats in
presidential elections in

the
long run.53 We are

in
a
race

between demographics
and

authoritarianism, and
the

latter seems
to be

winning.

The
bias in

the
Electoral College

is
likely

to be
between 4 and 5

points in
2024,

meaning
that Republicans

are
likely

to
again retake

the
executive branch

despite

winning
the

popular vote
only once

since 1988.

Why We Should Be Afraid

“Democracy
isn’t

the
objective; liberty,

peace,
and

prosperity are.
We want

the
human

condition
to

flourish. Rank
democracy

can thwart
that.”

Senator Mike Lee (R-UT)

This descent
into

permanent single-party
rule is by

definition
the end of de

mocracy.
It

is far worse
when

you consider
what the

two
groups

supporting
the

176



American Fascism

GOP,
namely

oligarchs
and

white Evangelicals, want.
No group is

a
bigger

outlier

in its
views

on
every major issue

in
American politics

than white
Evangelicals.

Whether it
is guns,

LGBTQ
rights,

race
relations, climate change, immigration,

Muslims,
abortion, or

wealth inequality,
white

evangelicals stand
out as the most

conservative
group

and far
to the

right
of the

American public
as

a whole.54

The other group that the GOP
represents, oligarchs

and
plutocrats, want

to

get
richer, even at

the expense of
everyone else. Paying McDonald’s workers $15

dollars
per hour

would raise
the

cost
of

a Big
Mac by

17 cents.55 A nation
of

a

few
rich

people in gated
communities, and everyone else living

as
wretched wage

slaves in service
to them, is

an
outcome they are more

than fine with. (It’s also

the
premise

of the
prescient dystopian novels Parable

of the Sower and
Parable

of the

Talents
by

Octavia Butler.)

The
motivations

of
Trump

supporters bode
ill

for both democracy
and

most

Americans
who

disagree with
them.

A
study found

that Trump
supporters tend

to be
motivated by authoritarianism, social dominance orientation, prejudice,

and

lack
of

contact with people different
from

themselves.56
Other more recent stud

ies
have

found
that racism and fear were

more
significant motivators

of
Trump

voters than economics.57

The GOP base is driving the entire system further to the right regardless of

what the
majority

of
Americans want. Primaries are

the only
elections that mat

ter to
most Republican legislators,

and
this

encourages
Republican politicians

to

adopt
even

more extreme
positions

to cater to their
base.

Those who
won’t

go

along with
the extreme

positions
of the

base
are

generally replaced
by people

who
will.58

As
a result,

the
Republican

party
has shifted dramatically

to the
right

over
the

past 30 years.59 Since
the game

is
rigged for the

GOP, most
of the rest

of us are just
along

for the
ride. Only

10 percent of House
seats

and 15 percent

of Senate races are
competitive.60

These
factors combine to create

a highly
unstable

situation. Imagine a
pop

ulation
of

severely economically
depressed young

people who widely
despise

a

minoritarian government that
cannot be

voted
out of

office.61
State

governments

will have to make hard decisions as well if the GOP has its way. For instance,

what would California do if the federal government attempts
to

begin mass
de

portations of the
200,000

Dreamers
living

in the
state?

In
Ender’s Game,

the
protagonist

Andrew
“Ender” Wiggin is a tactical

and
stra

tegic
genius

who wins an interstellar war
for

humanity.
The

recurring
theme of

the book is
that when

you fight a war, you must
destroy

your
enemy so

thorough

ly that they
will never

be
capable

of
opposing you again.

This
analogy

describes
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the modern
Republican approach

to
politics:

They
have

Democrats beaten down,

and they
are systematically ensuring that

they
will never

get up
again, even if

it de

stroys the nation.
Even if

Biden
is President,

he
has little power

to
move anything

through Congress, without using
the

reconciliation process
and his

executive
or

ders are
likely

to be
challenged in

the courts
left

behind by
Trump.

So, in
the

final analysis, are we
doomed to decades of

eroding civil rights,

rising wealth inequality, inertia
on

climate
change,

civil
unrest, and

racial
and

reli

gious minoritarian rule in
an

illiberal
democracy?

Given how
the GOP

has abandoned
any pretense of

representing anyone
but

their base, stacked
the

courts,
and ensured they control most state

legislatures
in

perpetuity,
the

Magic 8-Ball says: “All Signs Say Yes.”
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Nine

Is
Trumpism Fascism?

“Nothing perhaps illustrates
the

general disintegration
of

political
life better than this

vague, pervasive
hatred of everybody and

everything, without a
focus for

its passionate

attention, with nobody to make responsible
for the state of

affairs—neither
the govern

ment nor the bourgeoisie nor an
outside power.

It
consequently

turned in all
directions,

haphazardly and unpredictably, incapable
of

assuming
an

air
of healthy

indifference

toward anything under
the

sun.”

Hannah Arendt

I
n
the

aftermath of
the

first Senate impeachment trial, Trump had lost what few

previous constraints
he

had. Whatever Senator Susan Collins (R-ME) might have

hoped,
there

was
no

contrition in
the

man.1 Indeed,
he

was unbound. He instinc

tively realized that the guardrails
of

democracy were down.

The Senate
would

not
exercise oversight over

him or his
administration,

nor

hold anyone within his administration accountable. He would not be convicted of

any
crimes,

and the second
impeachment trial

after the
insurrection demonstrated

he
was

correct. He
could

pardon
anyone

he
wanted to.2

He used the
Department

of
Justice

to
investigate

those who
had crossed

him, or threatened his
political

power.3
He interfered

with
the parts of

judiciary
he

did
not put

in place himself,

and
actively asked why

he
couldn’t eliminate

the
parts

of the
judicial branch

that

defied
him.4 He

gave
his

cronies
the

ability
to

replace anyone
in

federal service

who
was insufficiently loyal

or had the wrong
ideology.5 Trump used

the
immu

nities of his
office

to
retaliate against witnesses and stonewall

any
Congressional

oversight
of

his administration.6
It has been noted more than once

that
recent

events in
the

U.S. drove
it
even

deeper
into

“Banana
Republic” territory.7

As
early

as
2019, Trump had a committee looking

at how he
could

run
for a third

term

despite the
Twenty-Second

Amendment and bragged in his
speeches

that he

would win a fourth term in 2028.8

Among those
watching closely,

there
was an emerging

consensus that if the

U.S. was
not

already
under

authoritarian rule,
four more

years
of

Trump would
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move it
across

that line.9
Under

Trump, we moved toward a
type of

competitive

authoritarianism
that emerged at the end of the Cold

War
and has

grown like a

malignant
tumor

since.10 These
types of

regimes
are

known by different names.

Putin describes
it as

“managed democracy.”11
In

Hungary, Viktor
Orbán

has
re

ferred to the
government

he and the
Fidesz Party

created
as “illiberal

democra

cy.”12 Regardless,
they represent the same phenomenon.

These regimes don’t fit
the

20th
century

paradigm
of

silly-looking dictators

and military juntas in gaudy uniforms.
They

don’t take power
by

rolling tanks
on

the
capitol; rather, they maintain a veneer

of
democracy and normalcy through

elections that
don’t actually change

anything,
and a marginalized free press

that

is
effectively

screaming into the
void

due to the deluge of
misinformation

put

forward by
the

government and
its

proxies.13 This
is the

difference between au

tocracy
and totalitarianism: Nazi

Germany
looked very different from

autocratic

illiberal
democracies

like Hungary, Poland, and Turkey,
but that

difference doesn’t

mean that the
movements driving

them
don’t share

most,
if

not
all,

of the
char

acteristics of fascism.

Authoritarian regimes are almost always
corrupt,

nepotistic,
and

rife with
cro

nyism
that

enrich
the autocrat, his

family,
and sycophants

who latched
onto the

system.14
However,

not
all autocracies are fascist. Many don’t have

an
overarching

ideology beyond
greed

and power.
The current

Thai monarch, Maha Vajiralong

korn,
is one

example
of an

authoritarian
ruler

who is light
on

unifying ideology.15

Which brings
us to the question few

want
to

ask
and

fewer
to

answer:
Is the

Trumpist movement fascist?

The
word “fascist”

conjures
images

of
goose-stepping soldiers,

book burn

ings, gray
and

black uniforms, ridiculous mustaches, over-the-top architecture,

military conquest,
and death

camps. However, scholars who
study

fascism
do not

see these
as

its
defining characteristics.

Germany
was fascist long

before it
built

Auschwitz or invaded Poland. Instead, what defines fascist movements are their

outlooks on
gender, history, religion, human rights, roles

of
government, egali

tarianism, and a
host of other factors

that
describe

a society.

Unfortunately,
the concept of

“American Exceptionalism” prevents
most

Americans
from seeing the danger, much

less
the

possibility,
that the

U.S.
could

turn down
a
dark path. Sanford Levinson

described
the

unerring belief that

the Constitution
is

the perfect and eternal blueprint for
politics

as
“the

Ameri

can civil religion.”16 Some conservative religions
and

religious figures, including

Mormonism,
take this

further
and believe

that the
U.S. Constitution

is
divinely

inspired.17 In The Road to Unfreedom,
Timothy Snyder

calls the American belief

that the free
market

and democracy will
always

lead to freedom and happiness
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a
form of the “politics of

inevitability.”18 Sinclair Lewis explored
this

blindness

in
1935

in his
dystopian novel,

It
Can’t Happen

Here.
This

sort of myopia about

democratic
decline

and fascism
isn’t

unique to America; European
states like

Hungary and
Poland

thought they had learned their lessons from World War

II, yet failed to recognize
authoritarianism taking

root
again because

it
looked

somewhat
different

this
time.

The
flaw in

American thinking has been in the

belief that
our institutions are stronger

than
the

autocratic
impulses of dema

gogues
and

their parties.

For
the most part,

we have
been

wrong.
The

Constitution was
not

designed
to

simultaneously deal with a demagogue president, a
party

supporting his
autocratic

efforts,

and

a judiciary suddenly flooded with loyalist appointees willing

to

grant

the
aspiring

autocrat the
power

he
desires.

It could
handle

one
failure (Nixon),

nearly
buckled

and
gave way with two,

and
stands

no chance
against all

three of

the
above happening simultaneously.

People
reach for

rationalizations
to feel

better.
Since there

aren’t
death camps

and
swastikas, it’s

not
really

fascism, right? They
believe

America is
intrinsically

good, or favored by God, and thus it could never happen here. The belief that

the U.S. is somehow different and better than other countries made us deaf,

dumb, and
blind to the emerging reality of how our democracy is being

subvert

ed, and to the nature of the entities
causing

such
damage

to the
world’s

oldest

republic.

All
politics

are
local,

and
fascism looks like

the country from
whence

it

came.19 Prominent scholars
on

fascism and American history have argued
that

the
post-Reconstruction

south
was

the
first fascist state.20 Hitler looked

to the

Jim Crow south for
ideas

on how to
marginalize

and oppress hated
minorities.

Father Coughlin was a fascist and functioned much like
Limbaugh or

Hannity.

Sinclair Lewis predicted
in the

1930’s
that American

fascism would have a par

ticularly
white

evangelical
bent and

laissez faire capitalist flavor. Scholar Robert

Paxton
agreed

with Lewis
that

religion would
shape the

American expression
of

fascist ideas.21

Thus,
when

fascism
re-emerged

in America, it would likely look like
the Jim

Crow south, carry
a cross, and wrap itself in

the
flag.

What Defines Fascism?

Scholars have looked at what defines fascist movements for decades. This

book
approaches this

question by
reviewing what scholars and

texts on the sub

ject see as the characteristics of fascism.22 This lit review included works by Han
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nah Arendt, Umberto
Eco, Jason Stanley,

Laurence
Britt, Emilio Gentile, Roger

Griffin,
and

Robert Paxton.
The

following are
an

amalgam
of the

traits identified

most
commonly by these

sources.

1.
Misogyny

and
sexual

anxiety

Fascist movements have
highly traditional views of sex and

gender.23
They

believe women are there for “kinder, küche, kirche” (children, kitchen, and church).

Though they may exalt the feminine in the abstract, they consider it generally

inferior in
practice.

Men are the protectors and providers; this
division

is the

natural order of
things.

It uses fears that
women

will be raped by “bad people”

(Blacks, Jews,
transgender

people, etc.)
to appeal to the masculine code of pro

tecting women.
It hates homosexuality and gender theory because it threatens

that “natural” order.24

In modern Russia,
Putin has offered masculinity as an argument

against

democracy.25
His bear-wrestling, shirtless

horseback
riding, helmetless hock

ey-playing
persona is

a
quintessentially

Russian
ideal of

masculinity,
and

every

bit
a fabrication. Conversely, Trump’s

faux wise-guy
billionaire

act is
a uniquely

American expression of manliness. It’s also seen in how the GOP campaigns:

manly
men can run the country better than “mom-jeans”

Obama26
or

a
sup

posedly
purse-carrying Biden.27 As

a
result, polling before the 2020 election

showed
a
record setting 43-point gap

between
men and

women in
their support

for
Trump.28

In the
U.S., Steve

Bannon, former editor of Breitbart and Chief Strategist for

Trump,
published articles alleging that there should be

fewer women
in science

and technology
fields,

and that
women would

be better off without
dishwashers

and birth control
(i.e.,

they should be staying home, doing
chores,

and incu

bating
babies). Glenn

T.
Stanton of the highly

influential evangelical
Christian

think-tank Focus
on the

Family,29
has echoed traditional views of sex and gen

der
while

blaming homosexuals for declining marriage and birth
rates.30

Ralph

Drollinger,
the

influential
leader of the Bible study group for

Trump
cabinet

members, held similar views on women and LGBTQ people.31

Other research
finds

that people with traditional “masculine honor beliefs”

overwhelmingly
supported

Trump.32
Data suggests that sexual anxiety is much

more common in regions that supported
Trump

as
well.33

One of the
defining

characteristics of the conservative cultural wars has been the manufactured

fear of transgender people in
bathrooms,

or of them mutilating children, in an

appeal to
“real”

Christian men to protect
women

and
girls.34

Underlying it
all

is deep seated
misogyny

and sexual anxiety surrounding gender
roles. Fascist
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movements
use these as

a wedge
to build up the

belief
that they need

a
single,

hyper-masculine father-like
figure

to lead the nation.

2. Contempt for the
poor,

the weak, and human rights in general

One of the hallmarks of fascism is contempt for anyone who
is

not part

of the
in-group

considered
übermensch.

The
poor, homeless, disabled, mentally

ill,
and

people
of

“inferior”
races

are
seen as

a valueless drain
on the resources

of
society.35

It is notable that the Nazis
first claimed

they
wanted

to help the

homeless,
but this took

a
dark turn

quickly.36
They also took the

Malthusian

view that
letting the poor

starve was natural,
proper and in the best interests of

a
healthy

society.37
Hannah Arendt

described
the Nazi approach to

unemploy

ment
as,

“[they]
will

not be
satisfied

to
assert,

in the face of contrary
facts,

that

unemployment
does not exist;

it will
abolish

unemployment benefits
as part of

its
propaganda.”

As Laurence
Britt

also
observed,

“The poor formed an under

class, viewed
with

suspicion
or outright contempt. Under some

regimes,
being

poor
was

considered
akin

to
a vice.” Jason Stanley’s

analysis in How Fascism Works

concurred: “…one ‘earns’
one’s

freedom by accruing
wealth

in
struggle.

Those

who do not “earn” their freedoms do not deserve them.”38

Trump’s
base sees many of these groups

in a similar light. Poverty, especially

among racial
minorities, is

seen as
a
sign of

laziness, sin, lack
of

intelligence,
or

personal failing.39
The

evangelical
prosperity

gospel
also

teaches that sickness is

a sign
of

God’s disfavor.
During the 2016 Election,

Trump mocked a
reporter

for his physical
disabilities

while his jeering
audience

laughed.40
Unlike

any oth

er modern
country,

the
U.S.

does not regard
health care

as
a human

right. The

GOP base is
adamantly

opposed to any effort to
establish

it
as such,

and opposi

tion is
getting

stronger.41
The

Trump Administration also
supported the

lawsuits

to nullify the
Affordable Care

Act, which
would

strip
millions

of their
access

to

health care during the
COVID-19 pandemic.42

Columbia University
has

tracked
many of the

ways
the

Trump Adminis

tration has
attacked

human
rights.

It
worked

to implement deep cuts to social

services for the poor and
elderly.43

They also scouted locations to
establish

federal camps to relocate homeless people
to.44 Trump

urged more
involuntary

psychiatric commitments
and withdrew the

U.S.
from the

U.N.
Human Rights

Council.45 Secretary of State
Pompeo’s

council on “unalienable rights”
was

stacked
with

Christian
religious

conservatives,
and

their
mandate was to return

a
determination that only

religious
freedom is an “inalienable

right.”
All other

rights
defined

since the end of
World War

II
were

merely
“ad hoc,” including

the
right to food.46
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The
Administration was also preparing

to deport
thousands

of Dreamers
if

it

had gotten
a
second term,

despite it being likely
that

many would
die

as a result..47

The
child separation policy

for
asylum seekers

and
immigrants was a deliberate

attempt to deter
immigrants,48 using brutal policies

that
resulted

in permanent

separations, lost and
stolen

children, and a spike
in

deaths
of

children
in cus

tody.49 Despite these naked
desires to harm the

poor,
the

elderly,
the

sick,
and

the
disabled, Trump’s approval

among
Republicans hovered

around
90

percent,

which again
supports Adam

Serwer’s observation that
“the

cruelty
is the

point.”50

3.
Belief

in
a better mythic past followed

by
a descent

into
depravity

Another hallmark of fascism is
the

belief
in

a
past (that

usually didn’t exist)

where
everything was better.

This past
was

ruined
by

some
sinister evil

force that

made
everything

bad for
all

the good,
real, salt-of-the-earth citizens

of the coun

try. This mythical setting usually involves a population
that

was
homogeneous

and
undiluted

by
people (Jews, Blacks, Queers, Muslims, immigrants,

or
whatever

scapegoat
is needed)

and liberal values (feminism, high
top

marginal
tax

rates,

atheism, tolerance in
general).

Then, decadent
cosmopolitan

cities
wrecked every

thing
and

cast
their

national
culture

into depravity. Fascism
uses this

narrative
to

urge
people

to
reclaim

that
non-existent

time by
imposing a traditionalist

moral

code as
law

and
oppressing

groups of
people blamed

for the
fall

into
depravity.

Nazi Germany calling itself the “Third
Reich”

was clearly
a
call back to times

they considered
better. Trump’s “Make

America Great Again” 2016
campaign

slogan was undoubtedly an appeal to this
narrative—a

nostalgia for the 1940s

and 1950s—and
a
dog whistle to his base.51 It hearkened back to

a
time before

Brown vs. Board of Education, the
civil

rights
movement,

the
Civil

Rights Act, and

the
Voting

Rights Act. It was
a
time when

everyone was
socially

compelled
to

go to church,
government-compelled

prayer was
mandatory,

and almost
every

one’s religion was Christianity.
Non-Christians generally

kept
it to

themselves

and went to church
anyway.52

It was also a time before Griswold v. Connecticut, Roe v. Wade, feminism, and the

ERA. Before Lawrence
v. Texas

and Obergefell
v.
Hodges, when queers had the good

sense to
stay

in the closet if they knew what was good for them.53.
A

time when

segregation and
redlining

made sure whites
didn’t have

to actually co-exist with

people of
color.54

This mythic past
was

also supposedly far safer and free of

crime, with the
unspoken

reason being that this
was

because there were
fewer

immigrants,
and Blacks knew their

place.

In short,
this mythic past was worse

for
everyone except white southern

Chris

tians. Which
brings us to

a related
phenomenon:
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4.
Anti-egalitarian

and
xenophobic fear of changes

in the
social ordering

Umberto Eco noted that,
“The first

appeal of
a fascist

or
prematurely fascist

movement
is
an appeal against

the
intruders. Thus, Ur-Fascism

is
racist by defi

nition.” Fascism
feeds into

xenophobic fears, stokes
them, and

moves
people to

actions that would otherwise be unthinkable. One of the easiest fears to stoke is

that
of being

replaced
or

displaced
as

a
member of the

highest caste
in

society.

Being
“Aryan,” “Brahmin,” etc.

made you
special and

put you at the top of the

social order.

Similarly,
being

white
and

evangelical
put you

at
the top of the

social
order

in the
1950’s,

and
a fascist ideology would

exploit
that fall.

As
President

Lyndon

Johnson described
the phenomenon:

“If
you

can convince
the

lowest white
man

he’s better than
the best

colored man,
he

won’t
notice

you’re picking
his

pocket.

Hell, give
him somebody to

look down
on, and he’ll empty

his pockets
for

you.”55

It’s little wonder that
Jim Crow

laws served
as the

template
for German

anti-Se-

mitic
laws

of the
1930’s56,

or
that racist views

and
anti-immigrant beliefs were

one

of the strongest
predictors

of support for Trump.57

Trump’s base
is deeply

fearful
of

losing
their

privileged status,
as

was
de

scribed
in great detail

in
Robert P. Jones’ book,

The
End

of White Christian
Ameri

ca.58 Other studies have
shown that fear of

demographic
change

was
one of the

most significant factors motivating people
to

vote for Trump,59
and that

a
social

dominance orientation was associated with voting for him.60

The push to
make “religious

freedom” the most
important, singular, universal

human
right above all

others
is
an

attempt
to undercut

laws
that

would level
the

social playing field for
LGBTQ

people, women,
and

religions
other than some

form of
conservative Christianity.

They
attempted

to use the
same

arguments

with race
in the

past.61
It

is also
why

civil rights legislation
of

any
sort cannot

seem to
move

through the
Republican-controlled

Senate, including
renewing

the

Violence Against Women Act or the Voting Rights Act.62

Trump
and his media proxies fed these

fears. Trump’s
speeches painted

lurid tales of immigrants raping and gruesomely murdering (mostly white)

Americans.63
His proxies in the media, such as

Fox
News host

Tucker
Carlson,

repeated these
stories,

while more explicitly feeding racist fears of replace

ment by brown people: Democrats “want to replace you, the American vot

ers,
with newly amnestied citizens and an ever-increasing number of chain

migrants.”64
American politics is littered with anti-immigrant sentiment, from

the “Yellow Peril” and Chinese Exclusion Act of the 19th century,
to the

mass deportation of hundreds of thousands of Mexican-Americans in the
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1930's. However,
rarely has

a
party in the

U.S.
made xenophobia so central to

it's political identity as
today.

5.
Religion

and
government intertwined

Emilio Gentile wrote
extensively

about “political
religion”

and its role in

fascism in
Italy.65

He observed of political religion in
a
fascist system that, “The

essential
characteristic distinguishing ‘political

religion’ from
‘civil religion’

is

the extremist and exclusive nature of its historical mission…”

In
Germany,

the Nazis unsuccessfully tried to co-opt Protestant
religions

and had
a
contentious (at best) relationship with the

Catholic Church.
While

some Protestant churches in Germany embraced the
hybrid

Nazi
theology,

it

was far from universal. In modern times, however, authoritarians like Russia’s

Vladimir Putin,
Polish

President Anderzej Duda,
Turkey’s

President
Recep

Er

dogan and
Hungary’s

Prime Minister
Viktor

Orbán
have

made religious identity

one of their primary talking
points.

In each
country,

religion has come to take
a

more and more central role in public and social
policy.

In the
U.S.,

white
evangelical

Protestantism
was

more than happy to be

come one of the most
influential

aspects of the
Trump

Administration and

the
GOP.

They
saw themselves

as the only ones
capable

of “Making Ameri

ca Great Again” via
a
religious renewal.66

Their religion
rejected cosmopolitan

beliefs and was
aligned

with the GOP efforts to create single-party rule. They

frequently accepted violence against abortion clinics and
providers,

as well as

against migrants and
asylum-seekers,

as scripturally
justified.67

Later, they were

likely
one of the

driving
forces behind the

violence
at the

U.S. Capitol.

At the
same time, “Lost Cause Theology” has

been described
since

the
1960’s

as
a revivalist movement aiming

“to
restore a

golden age
believed

to
have

existed

in the
society’s past.”

This connects with the
public religion

of the
Republican

Party, with
its yearning

for a mythic past
that

draws
upon the distinctly

fascist
yet

uniquely
American mythos and

cultural narrative
described

above.68 Trump, for

his
part, reveled in being treated like

some
sort

of
God-king. Christian

nation

alists
scorned any

religion that
dared

disagree with
the

Trump Administration,

casting a wary
eye

at Catholic and Papal disagreement with
the

Administration’s

treatment
of

immigrants,
but

were willing to coexist with them based on shared

animus for
abortion

and
LGBTQ

people.69
It

is also
the

belief
of

many
of their

leaders that liberal churches “deserve to die.”70

Compulsory religious participation
(in

their particular brand of
religion)

is

one of their greatest
goals.

Project Blitz has
developed a

complete
legislative

strategy to tear down the
wall

between the separation of (their) church and
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state.71
Drollinger openly called for

Trump
to create

a “benevolent” dictator

ship guided by Christian
laws.72 Trump,

in turn,
effectively

blocked the IRS

from enforcing the
Johnson

Amendment, which forbids all
charities,

including

churches,
from endorsing candidates or

giving
them

money.
He

packed
the

court with judges who took
a
more Scalian view of using religion to create

law,

and allowed them to ignore federal
civil

rights
laws

(while taking federal money)

at the expense of LGBTQ people, Jews and
Catholics.73

Lawrence Britt
noted of Nazi Germany that, “The fact that the ruling

elite’s

behavior
was incompatible with the precepts of the religion

was
generally swept

under the
rug.”

This holds true for the relationship between white
evangeli

cals
and

Trump
as

well.74
It

contributed
to

a
public perception of

hypocrisy,

though.75 Others noted this fascist relationship between
religion

and
govern

ment and attributed it to sadism in
Trump’s evangelical supporters.76

At this point, white Christian nationalism is essentially synonymous with

being
a Trump-supporting conservative

to the point where it
is driving other

brands of Protestantism out of
business.77

White
evangelical

Protestantism,

and
a particular strain

of
opus dei Catholicism,

has become the
de

facto state
religion

in
a one-party authoritarian state, and it is difficult to tell where white Christian

nationalist
beliefs stopped and

where Trumpian
views begin.

6. Rejection of expertise and anti-intellectualism

Fascist movements
tend to promote

and
tolerate open

hostility
to

higher
ed

ucation.
Any

politically unacceptable ideas
that come from

universities
are met

with
extreme

hostility. Studies
centered on the arts

and
humanities are seen

as

useless,
or

actively
harmful.

For example,
one of the

first
acts of the

Nazis when

they took
power was

to storm
and

burn
Magnus Hirschfeld’s Institut

für
Sexualwis

senschaft
(Institute

for
Sex

Science).78 Hungary’s Viktor Orbán has also led a
cru

sade against liberal higher
education,

particularly women’s
and gender

studies.79

The
right-wing attack

on
science, academia

and
expertise

is described
in

detail

in
Chapter

5. It is
worth reiterating

that
thirty

years
ago, people with college

de

grees
were roughly evenly split between

the
Republicans and Democrats.80 Today,

a wide majority
of

Americans with college
degrees are democratic

leaning vot

ers.
During the

2016 primaries, Trump was
the

overwhelming favorite
of people

without college degrees.
He

was effectively
the

candidate for
the

least
educated

people in the
least

educated
party.81

This appeal was
deliberate.

Both
Trump

and his supporters
showed a

broad

ly
anti-intellectual

streak.82 He
exclaimed, “I love

the poorly
educated,”

at
a

ral

ly.83
He also cited himself as his top

foreign policy advisor: “I have a
good
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brain.”84
The language used in

Trump’s
speeches was

very simple,
clocking in at

a
third or fourth grade

level
of comprehension.85

This, too,
is

troubling, given

that Umberto Eco
saw “newspeak”

and
“impoverished vocabulary”

as
a
sign of

fascist movements as well.86

This broad anti-intellectualism also translates
into

a Republican disdain for

universities. Fifty-nine
percent of

Republicans
see

universities
as

having a
nega

tive overall
effect on the

U.S.87
In this

same polling sample, Democrats consid

ered the
biggest

problem
with higher

education to be
high costs.

The
majority

of
Republicans believe

that
professors indoctrinate students with liberal ideas,

and
that

students are not getting the
skills

they need to
succeed

in the
workplace.

They
consider

these
issues, and

their
belief that students

are
being

protected

from
(presumably conservative) views,

as the biggest problems
with higher

edu

cation. When
these Republican

respondents bemoan the
lack

of
work skills being

taught, in
reality

they are
espousing a belief

that the
arts, humanities,

and
philos

ophy-based critical thinking have
no

value.

In
response

to
their perception that universities

are
attacking their values,

these

conservatives have launched efforts
to

discredit institutions
of

higher learning.

They
have manufactured repeated, baseless accusations that colleges

are
suppress

ing free speech.88 Turning Point USA, an ultra-conservative and antagonistic
group

for
college students, compiled a “Professor Watchlist”

to
call

out
liberal professors

who cross them.89 President Trump even issued an executive
order to

address this

non-existent crisis while conservative outlets pushed him
to go

even further.90

One of the more
perverse ideas propagated by anti-democratic movements

world-wide
is that they are

saving
freedom of

speech and expression by fighting

“political correctness”
or

“censorship.”
They

invariably
use

these excuses
to

at

tack minority groups,
whom they accuse of

enforcing a
tyranny of the

minori

ty. Viktor
Orbán has used

this successfully
to suppress the media

and academia

throughout Hungary.91

This
anti-intellectualism leads

to
a distrust

of
science

and
expertise

that
has

been
growing

for
decades.92 Republicans

reject
any research that contradicts

their

views
on the

environment, guns,
LGBTQ people or

economics.
Indeed,

Repub

licans who
accept anthropogenic

climate
change

and
the need to

take action
to

slow it are treated as heretics and are not re-elected.93 They have stifled or shut

down many government
researchers

and policy makers, particularly those work

ing on
environmental

or
public health issues.94

Perhaps
the most damaging part of this attack on higher

education
and in

tellectualism is its effect on the critical reasoning
capacity

of the population.
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Umberto Eco noted that “Fascism devalues intellectual discourse and critical

reasoning as barriers to action, as well as out of fear that such analysis will ex

pose the contradictions embodied in
a
syncretistic

faith.”
One of the primary

purposes of
a higher

education is the
development

of
critical

thinking,
which

is the
first

line of defense against propaganda and
conspiracy theories.95

Which

brings us to the next aspect of fascism…

7.
Powerful

and continuing
expressions

of nationalism

One of the frequently cited factors
in

fascism is overt nationalism. Laurence

Britt noted that “catchy slogans, pride in the military, and demands for unity

were common themes in expressing this nationalism. It was usually coupled

with
a
suspicion of things foreign that often bordered on xenophobia.” This

xenophobia encompasses not only foreign
people,

but foreign cultures, and

even
people deemed to not be “real” citizens.

Trump openly embraces his
identification as a nationalist. “You know what

I am? I’m a nationalist, O.K.? I’m a nationalist. Nationalist! Use that word! Use

that word!” he declared at one of his rallies.96 “Make America Great Again,”

was Trump’s campaign slogan from beginning to end in 2016, and
immensely

popular. His self-described
foreign

policy
philosophy

was
“America First.”97

His
2020 campaign

slogan initially was “Keep America Great,”
implying

that he

and his movement had made America
great

again.

Trump
engaged in grandiose displays

of
patriotism such as hugging flags,98

military hardware in parades,99 and million-dollar fireworks displays excessive

even by
American standards.100

His
2016 campaign

speeches
frequently

included

the phrase,
“One

people, under one God,
saluting

one
flag.”101 This is

an eerie

echo of an
earlier German slogan

which even more
closely resembles

the one

used by Trump:
“Ein

Reich.
Ein

Volk.
Ein

Gott.” (One
nation.

One people. One

God.),
which

was
a slogan used

in
Germany

prior to
1933.

It then became
“Ein

Volk,
Ein

Reich.
Ein Führer!” which roughly translates as “One

people.
One

Na

tion. One Leader!” and
was effectively

the national motto of
Germany

between

1935 and 1945.102

There
is a great

deal of cultural
xenophobia

as
well.

Trump
ridiculed

the
idea

of
a
Korean

film (Parasite) winning
the

2020 Academy Award
for Best Picture,

with
the

clear implication
to

his audience that
American

movies are always su

perior.103
He

called African and Caribbean nations “shit-hole countries.”104 The

Administration
put

a
ban on

visas
from

several African nations
because they

claimed
they would never

“go
back to

their huts” if
they were

allowed in
the U.S.,

according to
Trump.105

He
also opined that anyone who refuses

to
participate

in
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their nationalistic displays
should just

“go back”
to

wherever
they

came from.106

The
movement

behind Trump
was similarly nationalistic. Republican

repre

sentatives and
senators

led
chants of

“U-S-A! U-S-A!”
during the State of the

Union addresses.107
Trump supporters such as Ben

Shapiro
expounded at great

length on how
Western

(white) culture
was superior

to
all

others
because

“we’re

Christian
monotheists

implementing
Greek

philosophy” (which
he

regards as
the

pinnacle
of

reason).108
The

editor
of the

influential
and

religiously conservative

magazine First Things embraced nationalism and laid out in an interview how na

tionalism will be the force that saves America.109

The Trump
Administration’s 1776

Report,
written

by
Federalist Society

mem

bers rather than historians,
concluded that

racism was a necessary evil,
everyone

did it,
and that the

biggest
threat to America

was
people who

still think racism

was,
or

is, a
problem. The

solution was,
of course,

patriotic education teaching

kids
that the U.S.

is
the best country

ever
at everything and

shouldn’t
be

criticized

for
slavery

or
racism,

and that anyone who
did

so
was an

enemy of the
people.110

Americans
were

already
one of the

most nationalistic people
in the

world
be

fore Trump
was

elected, and
Republicans

are more than
twice

as
likely

as the
gen

eral
population

to
believe

the U.S. stands
above all

other
nations.111 This

pride,

and
belief that

the U.S. is the
best

at
everything

is
tragically misplaced.112

The

U.S.
ranks

at or
near

the bottom of OECD
countries

in terms of poverty,
wealth

inequality, social mobility, obesity, health care
costs,

life
expectancy,

child
mor

tality,
maternal

mortality, literacy, education
costs, domestic

violence,
murder,

gender
inequality, green energy, infrastructure investment, and voter participa

tion.113
American

nationalism prevents
us from

even seeing
that we

have
prob

lems, much
less permitting

us to
look

to other countries to see how they
have

addressed these issues successfully.

8.
Corporate

power and the wealthy are
protected

Laurence Britt observed that in fascist movements, “…The ability
of large

corporations to operate in
relative

freedom was not compromised… Members

of the economic elite were often pampered by the
political

elite to ensure
a
con

tinued mutuality of interests,
especially

in the repression of ‘have-not’ citizens.”

The Darwinistic and Malthusian inclinations of fascism, that the strong

should triumph over the weak, lead fascists to take
a
somewhat

laissez-faire
ap

proach to capitalism, taxes, and
regulation

of the economy. Thus, while some

of these movements have had
“workers”

or “socialist” in their names, their

economic libertarianism meant that in practice their economies were not so
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cialist.114
Indeed, both

Italy
and Germany privatized

a
number of state indus

tries.115 Many companies that prospered in Germany, such as BASF, Bayer,

Daimler-Benz,
Volkswagen,

and Junkers, still exist today despite their roles in

atrocities, war crimes and the Holocaust. The rule for corporations was essen

tially “do not cross der Führer; go along with things, and you will be
fine.”

In modern times, the Trump Administration promised economic expan

sion through extensive deregulation, privatization, and tax cuts.116 Deregula

tion included dismantling
a
host of government oversight functions including

environmental,
financial,

monopolistic, and billing laws.117 As
a

result of tax

cuts, corporate tax revenue has plummeted, along with penalties for violating

regulations.118 Because of generous tax loopholes and low corporate tax rates,

91 of the Fortune 500 companies paid no taxes, or even paid
a
negative rate,

in 2019. The money corporations saved under Trump did not “trickle down”

to workers or create new jobs; rather it was primarily used by corporations

to
inflate

their stock values via buy-backs.119 After the Trump tax cuts, the

overall tax rate on the richest 400 households in 2018 was lower than what

the poorest half of Americans paid.120 The U.S. has become one of the
first

modern countries to have
a
functionally regressive tax system.121

But woe betide the corporate owner who crossed Trump! Jeff Bezos owns

Amazon and the
Washington

Post, which has published articles
critical

of the

Trump Administration. Amazon reportedly lost
a
$10 billion dollar government

contract for cloud computing services because of the latter, and Amazon at

tempted to depose the President in its bid protest.122 This
allegation

is based on

statements made by former Defense Secretary James Mattis, who wrote in his

memoir that Trump instructed
him

to “screw Amazon” out of the
contract.123

Similarly,
the Trump Department of Justice launched an investigation into auto

makers who reached an agreement with the State of California on vehicle emis

sions that the Administration opposed.124

A related question
to how corporate power

is
protected

is: “How
are corpora

tions
allowed

to treat
their workers?”

under the
regime. This brings

us to the next

characteristic of fascism:

9. Suppression of labor

According to
Laurence

Britt,
“Since organized labor was seen

as the one pow

er center
that could challenge

the
political hegemony

of the
ruling elite

and its

corporate allies,
it
was inevitably

crushed or made
powerless.”

One of Hitler’s

first acts was
to crush trade unions in

May
of

1933, and Mussolini effectively

banned them in 1925.
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The Trump Administration was nothing short of disastrous for unions and

workers’ rights. While unions have been in decline since the late 1950’s, the

Trump Administration attempted to actively destroy their
ability

to represent

their workers. Newly installed Associate Justice Neil Gorsuch helped deliver
a

devastating decision in
2018

that undermined unions of government workers,

effectively making
the U.S.

a “right
to

work” country.125
Trump

issued
executive

orders that rolled back the rights of federal
workers,

and engaged in union

“busting,” including
a
plan to effectively

eliminate
unions within the Depart

ment of
Defense.126

Shortly before the 2020 election, he issued an executive or

der allowing any unionized federal employee who is in
a
policy making position

to be
fired

at will by political appointees. It also allows the unionized federal

employees in these positions to be replaced with political
appointees.127

On
a wider scale,

the
Trump National

Labor
Relations

Board (NLRB)
deliv

ered
policies

and case
law that

undercut the
rights

of
workers, including letting

employers
force

arbitration, undermine collective bargaining,
and

forbid
workers

from
discussing workplace issues while in

the
workplace.128

The
administration

also made
it more

difficult
(if not

impossible)
to

successfully
sue corporations

for

violating wage laws.129
The Trump

Administration sided
with

employers at
the

Supreme Court
in Lamps

Plus,
Inc.

v. Varela, and as
a result class

action
lawsuits

by

employees
are now

nearly impossible.130

The
Department

of Justice
successfully argued at

the Supreme Court
in

Our

Lady of Guadalupe School v. Morrissey-Berru that
anyone

who works for
a religious

organization
can be exempted

from most labor
and

civil
rights

laws
under the

ministerial exception.131 Millions will
be

affected
by

this case:
one

in six hospitals

in the U.S. are
Catholic,132 and

most
private schools are religiously affiliated.133

Religious
freedom

claims that degrade worker rights
are

likely
to continue suc

ceeding in courts Trump and McConnell
have stacked with justices

who see it
as

the chief constitutional
right above all

others. The
decline

of
workers’ rights is

highly
correlated

with
the

decline
of the

middle class, stagnant wages, and grow

ing
wealth inequality, which

cause
a whole

host of
issues

in and of themselves.134

Unions
act as

a guardrail against high
income

inequality. Harvard political
sci

entist
Dr. Archon Fung

found that
no

OECD
country had both

high wealth

inequality
and

high labor
union

participation rates.135

Given
the state of the federal

judiciary
after four

years
of Trump and McCon

nell,
the

rulings
of those

courts,
and the

difficulty
in

raising taxes
on corporations

and the wealthy, American workers will
be

getting
poorer, more

abused,
more

desperate, and more angry in the foreseeable future.
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10.
Anti-urbanism

and
agrarianism:

who the
“real” people

are

One
element

that sets other kinds of authoritarianism apart from fascism is

whether the base of support is drawn from urban or rural areas. Anti-urbanism

also tends to separate communist or socialistic populism from more
fascist

populism. For example, the junta propping up the Thai monarchy of Maha Va

jiralongkorn, and the monarchy itself, draw most of their support from urban

areas, but aren’t particularly
socialist.136

Both the pro-and anti-monarchy fac

tions practice populist economics to woo rural areas.137 Similarly, the Bolshevik

revolution made appeals to both rural farmers and urban factory workers: the

hammer and sickle were meant to represent unity between the peasantry and

industrial workers.138

What sets fascism apart is the “us vs. them” dynamic pitting traditionalist,

conservative,
monocultural, rural populations against the more cosmopolitan

urban “elites.” Fascist leaders and movements hold up rural people as the true

keepers of national virtues, while cities are dens of decadence that degraded the

character of the country. In Mein Kampf, Hitler
idealized

the village he grew up

in and despised Vienna.
“I

hated the mixture of races displayed in the capital.

I
hated the motley collection of Czechs, Poles, Hungarians, Ruthenians, Serbs,

Croats, and above all… Jews.” Cities, to his mind, were the source of corrup

tion.

Trump’s base is rural, and he made his disgust with
cities

that harbor im

migrants well
known.139

He called Brussels
a
“hellhole” because it had Muslim

immigrants.140
He called Chicago “embarrassing to our nation,” because they

weren’t anti-immigrant enough.141 Trump described Los Angeles and San Fran

cisco as “disgusting,” due to homelessness, and seemed obsessed with people

defecating in the
streets.142

He saw homelessness as part of the same progres

sive moral rot that promises safety to immigrants. Trump also played on racist

stereotypes of cities with large Black and Latino populations as incredibly vi

olent and dangerous. He baselessly claimed the murder rate
in

Baltimore was

“significantly
higher than El Salvador, Honduras, and

Guatemala,”
and egged

the audience on for more examples of dangerous, decadent, “blue” cities.143 He

seemed to believe that Black people in cities all
live in

“war zones.”144 During

his
inaugural

State of the Union Address he declared, “This American carnage

stops
right

here and
right

now.”145

This anti-urbanism streak also fits right
into the

populist
rhetoric Trump em

ployed. So does the
fascist narrative

of
a
better,

mythical past and
the

belief
that

a

fall into
decadence

was caused
by

immigrants, brown
people,

secularists,
queers,

and
anything else

that
came from cities.

Trump’s
vision

of what
life

in American
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cities
is

like was a caricature
of

reality.
It

is
what someone

living in a white,
rural

area
would imagine if

they
never lived

in
a city.

They
are certain that things went

from bad to
worse

(they
didn’t),146 and

that this
was

the
fault

of Democrats,

immigrants, and people
of

color.147
They

also believed that
LGBTQ people are

a
product of the morals of

tolerant cosmopolitan cities:
It’s

what conservatives

really
mean

anytime
they reference “San Francisco values.”148

The
anti-urbanism

streak of the Trump base
also fits

right into the xeno

phobic populism Trump employed and exploited.149 Trumpists see Republicans

and rural (white) people as the “good” and “real” Americans.150 Even some

Democrats
fell

into this trap of revering rural populations of the “heartland” as

somehow more American than their urban
counterparts.151

Trump, for his part,

used this as
a
key part of his

messaging
in the 2020 campaign.152 How

this
di

chotomy is weaponized by fascist populists brings us to the next characteristic:

11.
Selective

populism headed by
a

single
man from which

all
political

power flows

In fascist movements, there is
a
single leader who claims to be

a uniter
of

the country. He is the interpreter of the will of the people, and the undisputed

head of the party and regime from which all direction and authority
flows.

This

leader claims to be the only one who can do this. He is
a populist,

but his mes

sage is for people who believe themselves to be the true and
rightful

population

of the country. Umberto Eco called this selective populism and described the

leader’s
relationship

with the public: “Since no large quantity of human beings

can have
a
common will, the Leader pretends to be their interpreter.”153 Anyone

who rejects the leader’s interpretation is accused of no longer representing the

will of the people.

Trump repeatedly claimed he would “unify the country” throughout his

campaign and Presidency.154 He also claimed that the country was more
unified

than ever due to his leadership.155 He repeatedly made statements announcing

himself a savior of the nation:
“I

will
give

you everything.
I will

give you
what

you’ve been looking for 50 years... I’m the only one.”156
His

message of
unifica

tion and leadership was only for his base, however. They believed themselves

to be the only “real” Americans. In their world, immigrants, non-Christians,

non-whites, and people
living

in big cities and blue states weren’t
“real.”

After

visiting the Daytona
500

NASCAR race,
Charlie

Kirk of Turning
Point USA

proclaimed Trump had “historic levels of support with real
Americans.”157

Cas Mudde of the University of Pennsylvania
describes

fascist populism as

the antithesis of uniters because they split society into two, “homogeneous and
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antagonistic groups: the pure people on the one end and the corrupt
elite

on the

other.”158
During the

2016
campaign, Trump set himself up as the man

fighting

Republican “elites” to take back the party for “Real Americans.”
Populism

is

thin
on actual

policy, however,
so it tends to fall back on

either
socialism or

nationalism for ideological underpinnings. There is
a
sense that even if they are

outvoted, they have the votes of all the “good” people, which (in their minds)

justifies
anti-democratic actions

such
as the disenfranchisement of their politi

cal adversaries.

Trump
claimed

he
spoke for

this
“silent majority”

of Americans, and
was

doing and
saying

what they
really want.160

In
reality,

he
derived

support from

oligarchs and
the

aggrieved Christian nationalist minority
that held

themselves
on

a
pedestal

as
the only

“good people.”161 “Populists only
lose

if
‘the

silent major

ity’—shorthand for ‘the
real people’—has

not
had a chance

to
speak,

or worse,

has been
prevented from expressing itself,”

says
Jan-Werner Müller, a professor

at
Princeton University and

the author of
What Is Populism?161 All

of
this seems

to

align Trumpism with
Eco’s concept of

selective populism.

Trump also
established

himself as the single source of political power
and

direction for the party that controls most state and federal government. Re

publicans used to be for free trade, states’ rights, and separation of
powers.162

Trump wasn’t and as
a
result the GOP embraced all of his positions.163 If you

wanted to stay in
politics

as
a
Republican, you had to stay in Trump’s good grac

es. This
was

put on display several times for the media, where the cabinet went

through
ritualistic

praise of Trump, or prayed to God giving thanks for sending

him to the nation as its leader.164

In the end, nothing summed up how Trump had become the Republican

Party more than the Republican National Committee party platform of
2020.165

It was
only

one page long and boiled down to:
“We’re

good with
everything

Trump is doing, and our
vision

for the future
is whatever President

Trump

thinks
it should be at the moment.” It thus seems apropos that

Hannah
Arendt

observed in
The

Origins
of

Totalitarianism
that,

“The chief qualification
of

a mass

leader
has become unending

infallibility:
he

can never admit
an error.”

Never was this
more on

display
than in the

aftermath
of the

election where

instead of
booking a press

conference at the Four Seasons Hotel
in Philadelphia,

Trump's
legal team

accidentally
booked it at the Four

Seasons
Total

Landscaping

Company,
right between

an adult
novelty

shop and
a crematorium.

Rather than

admitting
error, they

gamely went
out

and
held

it in a parking
lot

just off of I-95.

As of
this writing,

the Trump
team still has

not
admitted

they made
a mistake.
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12.
Enemies

are both
weak

and strong,
creating a

sense of
victimhood

and

power

Umberto Eco noted of fascist movements that, “The followers must feel hu

miliated
by the ostentatious

wealth
and force of

their
enemies...

Jews are
rich and

help each other through
a secret web

of mutual
assistance.

However, the
follow

ers must be
convinced

that they can
overwhelm

the
enemies.

Thus, by
a
con

tinuous
shifting

of
rhetorical

focus, the
enemies are at

the
same time

too strong

and too
weak.” Jason

Stanley
also

noted the
related

phenomenon of
a sense

of

victimhood amongst people in a fascist movement.

These
two ideas are closely related.

The
base within a fascist movement

must

be both powerful enough to control
a
party,

and
even

a government.
At the same

time,
a
common trait of this base is

a belief
that their enemies

are
so powerful that

they
have victimized

the
rightful “real”

and
“good” citizens

of the country. They

see
these

enemies as
disgusting

enough
that society is

better
off without

them,

and weak
enough

to be stopped.

In pre-war
Italy and

Germany, people were
told

that Jews
were incredibly rich,

powerful,
and had

Illuminati-like networks. Germans, in particular, believed
that

they were
victimized because

of Jews. Most
notable was

the
“stab-in-the-back”

conspiracy theory that Jews and Communists had cost Germany The Great War

and were the
reason

Germany
was subjected

to the
humiliations and economic

devastation
brought by the Treaty of

Versailles.166
Yet, at the

same
time,

Jews

were
also

portrayed
as weak, wretched

sub-human creatures who
could easily

be

defeated by the
big,

strong, moral
Aryan

people of Germany… if real Germans

just
stood

up to them.
Thus,

Arendt noted that
anti-Semitism peaked “when Jews

had similarly lost their public functions and their influence and were left with

nothing but their wealth.”

and

In the United States today there is
a
similar overwhelming sense of victim

hood shared by white
evangelicals.

They see themselves as the primary
victims

of
discrimination

by
employers

insisting that they use
a
transgender person’s

preferred pronouns,167 by being
legally

required to serve gay customers,168by not being allowed to force people to pray
in

schools. County clerks are

victimized by being forced to do their jobs and marry gay people.169 These are

essentially the same grievances they suffered in
1970:

They feel discriminated

against because they’re no longer allowed to discriminate against those they feel

they are superior to. The list of actual
grievances

isn’t that
long

or convincing,

and don’t exactly count as crimes against humanity. But they feel humiliated

by this shift in the social order. Their power and superiority are dwindling as

society becomes more equal. They
find

LGBTQ people repulsive and weak at
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an individual
level,170 but ascribe to them vast political power and

a
sweeping

conspiracy-theory-driven agenda.171

Much
like previous fascist movements,

white
evangelicals

and Trump’s
base

fail
to grasp the irony of

a constitutionally-protected religious class,
one which

is

the dominant force
within

the dominant party at both the state and
federal level,

feeling powerless
and

victimized.
Nor do

many
remember that

while
they call

protections for LGBTQ people
“special rights,”

Andrew Johnson
likewise called

civil rights for Blacks “discrimination against
the white race” when he vetoed the

Civil Rights
Act of

1866.

White Christian nationalists experience
a

similar dynamic when it comes

to immigrants. The idea of white people becoming
a
minority

fills
them with

dread and makes them more receptive to
right-wing

policies.172 Of all demo

graphic groups, they are the most hostile to
immigrants

due to their fear of
a

change in their respective
social

statuses. They embrace false stereotypes about

immigrants
being

lazy, illiterate, violent, criminal, rapists, disease carriers, and

a
burden on

society.173
They believe immigrants to be individually weak and

detestable, yet simultaneously powerful
enough

take
over

and destroy America.

Trump himself voiced these beliefs, and they were
warmly

received. He rare

ly missed an opportunity to cast himself as
a victim,

even when it was entirely

inappropriate. His unhinged rant
in

front of the national Boy Scout Jamboree

was cringe-worthy, and
filled

with hints of how he felt
things

weren’t fair to

him.174 He used his “unfair treatment” to justify
a
third term in

office,
or more,

regardless of the
Constitution.175

While this might seem irrational to the ma

jority of the public, it resonated with
his

base. Trump was more than happy to

encourage these irrational fears and sense of
victimhood,

while promoting the

belief that people who are at the bottom of the heap
socially,

politically, legally,

and economically are the real bullies.176 So, too, were the media outlets that had

become de facto organs of the state. Which
brings

us to the next characteristic

of fascism:

13.
Conspiracy theories

and
propaganda create

an
unreality

that
feeds into

fears
and

scapegoating

Hannah Arendt saw propaganda as
a
crucial component of the rise of fas

cism in Germany. She noted, “Only the mob and the elite can be attracted by

the momentum of totalitarianism
itself; the masses have to be won by pro

paganda.” To her observation, Jason Stanley adds: “Fascist politics exchange

reality for the pronouncements of
a

single individual, or perhaps
a

political

party.” Umberto Eco
identified a

related phenomenon: namely that fascism is
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obsessed with plots and conspiracy theories. “The followers must feel besieged.

The easiest way to solve the plot is the appeal to xenophobia.”

Perhaps the most famous conspiracy theory of the 20th century was the

Protocols of the Elders of Zion,
a
fabricated document purporting to prove that

a

rich cabal of Jews was killing babies, drinking their blood, and planning to take

over the world. It has not gone unnoticed that the fundamental beliefs of QA

non were strikingly similar.177 Regardless, fascist leaders are more than happy

to embrace these sorts of beliefs to further their own ends. The Trump base

and conservative media exist in
a
symbiotic relationship feeding one another.

There is no shortage of conspiracy theories that have taken root with the base,

many of which have been discussed in previous chapters: PizzaGate, QAnon,

birtherism, the Seth Rich murder, the “deep state,” etc. While conspiracy the

ories are not unique to the right wing, they
flourish

unfettered there.178

Trump
himself is obsessed with conspiracies

theories about internal oppo

sition
and “the deep state.” He

launched extensive investigations
to root out

those
in government

who
might

be
disloyal

to him and to
purge

them from the

system.179
He

was reportedly obsessed with
the

idea
that there

was a
conspiracy

within
the federal

government
(the deep state) to

thwart
him or remove him

from
office.180

He put
his

top
trade advisor

Peter
Navarro

in
charge

of hunt

ing
down a

former
administration official who criticized

him
anonymously.181

Even as the Trump Administration came to
a
close, it embraced the belief

that there had been massive election fraud, which rigged the election
in

favor of

Joe Biden. His base proved very likely to believe this, even as conservative me

dia repeated the Trump campaign’s innuendos and
allegations.

Eighty-six per

cent of Trump voters believe that Biden “did not legitimately win the election,”

and another
73

percent say that we’ll “never know the real outcome of this elec

tion.” Almost
9
out of 10 Trump voters believed that “illegal immigrants voted

fraudulently in 2016 and tried again in
2020.”182

Over time, these have melded

into one giant conspiracy
theory.183

People that believe one half-baked idea

tend to believe most, if not all, of them.184 In
a
previous age, these

ideas
would

have been too fringe to make it into mainstream political discourse. Today,

they’re literally dogma to Trump’s base and members of the Administration.

Trump was one of the
first

people to accuse President Obama of being born

in Kenya, and Fox News promoted this conspiracy
relentlessly.185

Sean Hannity,

who is exceptionally
close

to the president, was the chief advocate of the theory

that Seth Rich was assassinated by
Hilary

Clinton. He pushed
this

conspiracy

almost every night for
weeks.186

QAnon supporters were
a

staple at Trump

rallies, and the theory eventually crept into mainstream
Republican politics.187

198



American Fascism

Senator Tom Cotton
(R-AR)

has aggressively pushed his belief that the novel

coronavirus is an escaped bio-weapon, calling his position “common
sense.”188

Fox News has been happy to repeatedly give
a platform

to individuals pushing

anti-Semitic conspiracy theories about George Soros.189

Right-wing media outlets contribute
significantly

to this ungrounding from

reality. They present information in ways that encourages entirely false beliefs

about what is real and true. Individuals who watch Fox know less about cur

rent events than people who watch nothing at all.190 The purpose of Fox News,

Newsmax and One America News was to create an alternate
reality

in which the

President could do no wrong, and Fox was by far the most popular source of

information on impeachment for
Republicans.191

It selectively edited impeach

ment coverage, and showed live-video without
audio,192

except for pro-Trump

Fox hosts who provided their own narration.193 As
a

result, Fox News
viewers

came away with impressions of the impeachment that were completely
false.194

One
survey

showed that only 40 percent of
Republicans

believed that Trump

asked Ukrainian President
Zelensky

to investigate Joe
Biden195,

despite the fact

that Trump literally asked for this exact
thing

in the pseudo-transcript released

by the White House.196
Making

matters worse was Trump’s own lack of “truth

iness.” The Washington Post cataloged over 20,000 or misleading claims in his

first
three years in

office,
and the rate increased through

2020.197
Despite this

obvious evidence, Fox News hosts insisted that the President has never lied and

then
tried

to shape
reality

to conform to those lies.198

Breaking this cycle is nigh impossible.
People

can wrap themselves
inside

insular information ecosystems like the one provided by Fox andOAN and be

come unreachable by mainstream factual media.
A

study commissioned by the

Columbia Journalism Review found that consumers of “legacy media” (like the New

York Times) were exposed to
a
wide variety of stories and opinions. Conserva

tives, however, existed in their own “insular
sphere”199

where there is intense

social pressure to ignore “Fake News” that provides contrary
information.200

By labeling journalists as “enemies of the people,” they imply that anyone who

believes them is guilty of un-American thoughts as
well.201

What Fascism Looks Like in Practice

These
thirteen aspects

of
fascism are

the most
prevalent across experts’ anal

yses.
Some of the

less agreed-upon characteristics, however,
are

also worth
men

tioning. Some authors, including
Umberto

Eco,
noted

that fascism
is
always at war

with something internal
or

external, and
thus

thrashing about from self-inflicted

crisis to self-inflicted crisis. As Eco described it, “Life is permanent warfare”
in

fascist ideology. These fascist nation-states
then

engage in knee-jerk action
for
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the
sake

of
action.

As
cynical as it may

sound, the
U.S. has had a “war

on some

thing-or-other” since
the Lyndon

Johnson administration. While people bemoan

what isn’t normal under
the Trump

Administration, this Administration’s manu

factured crises, poorly thought-out policy,
and

over-reaction isn’t unique.
It

has

been par for the
course since

the
Gulf

of
Tonkin.

Trump
merely

turned
it
up to

11.

Tim Snyder observes that this perpetual
state

of
warfare

is
related

to
what

he

terms the
politics

of eternity,
which “places

the
nation

at the center of
a cyclical

story of
victimhood. Time is

no
longer a line into

the future, but
a circle

that

endlessly
returns to the

same
threats from the

past…
Eternity

politicians spread

the
conviction that government cannot aid society

as
a whole

but can only guard

against threats.”202

This description
of

a
state that

provides little
to

its citizens
other than

a
parade

of
threats which

the
leader alone

can
save

them from captures
many elements

of the
Trumpist Republican Party

today. The GOP
dogma dictates

that
govern

ment can’t,
and shouldn’t, provide anything besides national defense

and
law

and order. The
Republican base

is
still making “Islamic terrorism” a

top
priority

20 years after
9/11,

despite
evidence that white nationalist terrorism is a much

greater
threat.203

Indeed, Trump’s
sales

pitch to the LGBTQ
community wasn’t

that he would protect their rights, rather that he would instead protect them from

Muslims.204
It’s these same xenophobic

fears that
Trump and the GOP

tried
to

use to
rally

the base
before

the
2018 election, spreading

fears of an
“army”

of
im

migrants coming
to

invade
America, commit

crimes, steal
jobs, and sell

drugs.205

As
Tim

Snyder notes of Putin and
his modern-day

form of
fascism,

“If
citizens

can be kept uncertain by the regular manufacture of crisis, their emotions can be

managed
and

directed.”206

Violence
and

the use of
police

to
stifle opposition

are
also

mentioned in some

of the literature on fascism. However, this is also a characteristic of authoritarian

ism in general.
It

should
be noted,

though, that police
in the U.S. are

becoming

increasingly
less

accountable
to the

public, and
the courts

that
Trump

and
Sen

ator
McConnell have filled

are
hastening

this process
towards fully militarized

police
forces

that
are

completely unaccountable
under the

law.207 Police actively

worked
with armed,

pro-Trump
militias during

his tenure. These
militias increas

ingly filled
the

same role
as the

Nazi Party’s paramilitary
supporters,

known as

the
Sturmabteilung,

or
“Brown Shirts.”208

This
dovetails with

the
“Law

and Order”

message some researchers also saw as a common trait of fascism.

Some authors have cited supremacy of the
military

and conquest as
a
char

acteristic of fascism. This was only cited by some, and it doesn’t
fit

well with

what we have seen in the U.S. While the Trump Administration put
a
priority
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on
military

spending, it was fundamentally uninterested in expanding U.S. ter

ritory through conquest (though they did inquire about buying
Greenland).209

Several experts on fascism mentioned elections that don’t matter, or
a

single

party state. These are more rightly categorized as characteristics of authoritar

ianism, which may or may not be fascist (although U.S. elections are, in fact,

getting less democratic).210

Another
commonality

of
fascist

movements is
hatred

of
socialism

and com

munism.211 This
permeates some of the other

fascist traits.
The

fascist opposition

to
labor movements

and
protection

of corporate interests (and the
wealthy)

put

them
at odds with

both
groups.

The
Malthusian views

of
fascist

movements are

hostile
to the

underlying communist philosophy
of

“to
each

according
to

his

needs,” as well. Thus, based on their values and beliefs, fascists are the natural en

emies of people
who believe

in
taking

care of the
weakest

and
poorest

members

of
society. Fascist

movements exploit fear, and
part

of their
appeal is

to
a middle

class
that

is afraid
that

socialism
and

communism will take
from them

and give

to the poor, whom they see
as unworthy.

In the U.S., we
can

see this
expressed

in
Trumpism

as they
label everything

they
dislike

as
socialist

or
communist,

even

when the
person

or thing they oppose
isn’t either.212

Paranoia over
socialism and

communism was
used

effectively
as

a
scare tactic

in Florida in
the

2020 election.213

Still,
the question remains: Are we

a fascist
country? The

answer isn’t simple.

Is Trumpism
fascist?

Based on this
analysis,

the Trumpist movement
has al

most all the characteristics described by scholars as hallmarks of some form of

fascism,
and now

includes
an attempted

violent
overthrow of the

American
gov

ernment.

Is the
Republican

party
fascist? Difficult

to say,
given

that
some “just followed

orders” out of fear of Trump and his base,
while some were

true
believers. Like

Arendt’s
elites,

even those
who don’t believe

the
propaganda, certainly profited

from it
politically and financially.

If Ted Cruz or
Mike

Pence
were President,

they

would
likely leverage

the
same

fears,
biases and divisions

to
their own advantage

and
move forward with many

of the
same policies, albeit

more
quietly

and
with

less tweeting.

Is
Trump a fascist? He probably wouldn’t call himself one, and it’s unlikely he’s

read enough books to effectively evaluate himself.214 However, his instincts for how

to get elected and stay in power permanently absolutely fit the description of a selec

tively populist leader ruling over a movement that has fascist motivations and beliefs,

and who actively encourages and leverages those beliefs for his own benefit. He cer

tainly helped incite the conditions that led
to

a violent coup attempt on the Capitol,
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which was part March
on

Rome, part Beer Hall Putsch, but distinctly American in its

flavor. However, he undoubtedly emerged at the forefront
of

a fascist movement and

encouraged its beliefs and violent tendencies, even if
he

didn’t create it.

Are we
a fascist

country? Not yet, but we
are moving in

that
direction.

Ju

dicial and legal guardrails
slowed

things
down

temporarily,
but

with Associate

Justice
Amy Coney Barrett

and a 6-3 conservative
court, that’s

unlikely
to be

the case going forward. A Biden administration will work against a descent into

fascist autocracy,
but there’s

little
he

can do
to

reverse
the

tide, with an
evenly

divided Senate and without
the courts. When

another right-wing populist like

Trump comes to
power,

any
constraints

on
a right-wing authoritarian regime will

eventually give way
as the courts become rubber

stamps, civil servants
who were

insufficiently
loyal to the autocrat

leave
or

are
forced out,

and
people get used to

the new normal.

None of this means
we’re going

to end up
looking like Nazi

Germany though.

There has
only

ever been one
Nazi

Germany, and it
was

the product of
a specific

time,
place,

and
individual.

Trump isn’t
Hitler.

Only
Hitler could

be
Hitler. Just

because
the

movement we
are

seeing
is

fascist
doesn’t mean

we’ll
end up

with

the
specific

horrors of
Germany

any more than
it means

we’re doomed to
fight a

land war in Russia in the winter. Those are not essential characteristics of fascism;

rather, they are
historical

outcomes of one particular
fascist movement,

leader,

and country in
a specific time. This

is not
a
new

perspective: scholars
on the sub

ject of
fascism have

known for
decades that it

is not
limited

to Germany and
Italy

in
a particular

time
period.

Theodor Adorno,
a
German

Jewish philosopher who

escaped the country in
1933, recognized fascism

as something that emerges from

within
democratic

societies naturally
under the

right
conditions. He

was warning

us
in

the
1950’s and 1960’s that

it
could grow within

any
democracy,

and that

understanding the
causes

of
fascism required a multidisciplinary approach

(which

was
the point of

this book).215

It does,
however, mean

that we are in
growing

danger of
“very

bad
things.”

What
might these

be? Let’s
assume

that the GOP
base

only gets what they are

asking for currently.

Even
with

Trump
ousted,

the
conservative

Supreme Court
will

cause
in

credible
harm. It

means rolling
back

civil rights
we

take for granted and giving

corporations powers
we haven’t

seen since
the

infamous case of Lochner v. New

York.216
They

will likely grant religious
employers

and institutions a
broad

right
to

ignore civil rights and labor laws, while forcing
the federal

government
to

provide

such
discriminatory institutions with

taxpayer
dollars.218 Indeed,

the
Trump

Ad
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ministration
argued

that Christian organizations receiving
federal

funding have a

constitutionally guaranteed right
to

refuse
to

serve Jews.218
Federal courts

are also

more
likely

to
sign

off on further GOP
attempts

to
use

gerrymandering
and

voter

suppression
to ensure they

remain
in power.

Beyond just the courts, future
Republican administrations will

take many

more
actions

deeply
unpopular

with the American public but supported by
their

base. Social safety net programs like Medicare, Medicaid, and Social Security will

be cut in order to
provide additional

tax cuts, thereby
worsening

the corrosive

effects of wealth
inequality.219

The forecast gets even worse when you consider

the economic circumstances that will surround all of this. Wealth inequality and

all the social ills that
come

with it
are

going
to

continue
to

worsen.220 The U.S.

was well past due for another
recession before COVID-19 hit.221 The U.S. is

already at record low tax rates,
deficits are

above $2
trillion

per year, and lending

rates are near
zero,

meaning
that

we have few of the usual tools to deal with a

recession.

Members of Gen
Z and Millennials have

been
hit

the
hardest.

They
have

no

savings,
no

wealth
compared to

previous generations,
and may not

even have

health
insurance.222

At the
same time,

Senate
Majority Leader

Mitch
McConnell

(R-KY) refused to hold a vote for further economic assistance before the elec

tion,
and

suddenly rediscovered
“fiscal restraint” when Biden won

the
election.223

The
fascistic

hatred of
immigrants will lead

to
drastic policies

under the next

GOP
administration,

which
will likely have

to
leverage

the
Trumpist base

to
win.

Land mining the
border with Mexico was reportedly

on the
table

for
a
second

Trump
term.224

The head of ICE under Trump
indicated

he
planned

to deport

hundreds
of

thousands
of Dreamers if DACA

was overturned.225
Trump

Senior

Adviser
Stephen

Miller planned
to try to

overturn birthright citizenship via
an

executive
order

during a second
Trump term,

despite it
being in the

Constitution.

This might
seem

impossible, but don’t forget that it’s constitutional if the 6-3

conservative
Supreme Court

says it is.

Over the
first

four years of
a
Biden

Administration,
the Supreme Court

will

sign
off on

whatever
the

Alliance Defending Freedom plans
for LGBTQ people.

It
means

an end to bans on conversion therapy, and
it likely

means
federal

money

being poured
into religious organizations claiming

they can cure LGBTQ people.

If
Project Blitz

succeeds
in legally treating transgender people

as
a communicable

public health hazard,
it opens up

a Pandora’s
Box of

bad things
that

governments

can do to any
minority

group under the guise of
“promoting the health and social

welfare” of the public.226
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Birth control will follow a similar fate
as

Roe v. Wade,
as the

religious right

goes
after Griswold

v.
Connecticut.227

Obergefell,
Windsor, Lawrence

v.
Texas and Romer

v.

Evans
are

likely
on the

chopping
block as

well
due to the court undermining the

implied right
to

privacy,
opening the door to

criminalizing
LGBTQ

people
and

allowing
government

sanctioned discrimination against
them under the guise of

“community morals.” Social services will
be

slashed.228 Christian religious beliefs

will
be

granted a get-out-of-jail-free
card for

discrimination, mooting
much of the

Civil Rights Act of 1964 and other civil rights laws. The religious right has
every

intention of challenging Engel
v.

Vitale, which forbade government led
prayer in

schools,
and

conservative justices
have

telegraphed their intentions
on

it.229 Asso

ciate
Justices

Alito,
Thomas, and

Kavanaugh appear
ready to

overturn it.

Republican election rigging
through

gerrymandering,
voter

suppression,
and

foreign interference will
become

exponentially
worse

as
the

Voting Rights
Act

is

cast
down, and other

laws protecting voting rights
are found

unconstitutional,
to

the point of
making elections a

moot
point.230

After the
2020 elections, Republi

can
legislatures in swing

states
are already proposing legislation

to
make voting

far

more
difficult, and

the Supreme Court
will sign

off on it.

It means
militarized police

forces that are
even

more
effectively immune

from

everything.
It

also means that nationalist paramilitary
groups,

working with
or

unhindered by the
police, will

become
even

more
brazen

and dangerous in their

support of
a
future

fascist administration.
This

likely leads
to

increasing civil
un

rest,
as oppressed people

of
color

push
back against a police

force that
can

mur

der them with impunity.

Corporations
will

be
able

to abuse
employees in ways we haven’t

seen
since

the
days

of the company store, usury,
and

Lochner v. New
York.

The next GOP

administration will
resume

flooding
government

with loyalists and
ideologues,

remove anyone they see as
potentially disloyal

or
ideologically impure,231 and

re

place them
with people willing

to
lie

to
Congress and

the
public.232

The
guardrails

would
essentially disintegrate after another

four years of
Republican misrule,

and

the next GOP
autocrat’s ability

to
exploit

the
office and

target his
enemies would

no longer
have any functional opposition.

The U.S. is going down
a
path that guarantees nothing will be done to mit

igate climate change, and another GOP administration ensures this continues.

Nepotism and corruption in government is likely to run amok in the next GOP

administration just as
it

did under Trump, as all the gatekeepers against these

have been captured. It also means
a
system so corrupted that anyone associated

with the administration is virtually
immune from prosecution, investigation,

subpoena or indictment. Government will increasingly become nothing more
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than an arm of the administration and the oligarchs serving to enrich and pro

tect them, while punishing their enemies, including people who live in blue

states.

The
scariest

part, though? These
are

the
best-case scenarios

for what happens

if the
Trumpist wing

of the
GOP re-takes

the
White

House and the GOP con

trols the
Senate.

Many of
these

outcomes are
already “baked in”

by courts that

Trump and McConnell
built.

It has
also

been
demonstrated

by Trump
and

the

2020 election
that the next

GOP
nominee must tap into the Trump

base’s desires

in order to win the nomination.

Umberto Eco observed
that,

“For
Ur-Fascism

there is no
struggle

for
life

but, rather,
life

is
lived

for
struggle…

Since
enemies have

to be
defeated,

there

must be a final battle, after which the movement will have control of the world.

But
such a “final solution” implies a further

era of peace,
a Golden Age,

which

contradicts
the

principle
of

permanent war.”
Thus,

Fascist
movements need an

enemy. They need conflict.

Eco’s
observations

on
fascism suggest

that
it is highly likely that

once the

Trumpist
movement

achieves
the

goals
they state

now,
they

will find
new and

even more extreme ones.
From 1933-1939,

the German goal
was “just”

to
mar

ginalize
the

Jewish population
and

chase
it out of the country. When they had

taken this
about

as
far as

it
could

go,
they then

decided
to

liquidate
the

popula

tion. Thus, once the
guardrails

are
completely

down, as they almost
certainly will

be during the next
autocratic attempt,

the future
goes completely grimdark.233

We
will almost certainly

lose the power to
prevent

the
fascist

movement from

going even
further than they’ve

indicated
they

will today.
The

scholars who have

studied fascism suggest
that they

almost certainly will keep taking
it to the next

step, and the next one, and so on, until they
are overthrown,

or the
nation disin

tegrates.

So,
if “going further”

means heretofore
unthinkable things,

there’s
nothing

we can do to stop them after
a certain

point.
That point

of no return, where we

lose any
collective

power to stop horrors
we swore would

never happen
again,

are
inevitable

if
we elect

another person devoted to
giving

the
fascist

movement

what it wants: too many of the protections
against future potential atrocities have

already
been

permanently degraded.

For those of us who
are

not part of the
“in-group,” it

means
that we live

hoping that
whatever groups

we
belong

to never
fall

afoul of the
Trumpist

move

ment. It means
praying that

this
reality-challenged

movement, founded on xe

nophobia,
sexual

insecurity, misogyny, power,
purity,

fear,
paranoia,

religious
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extremism, and victimhood,
exhibits (heretofore) unseen

restraint
and decides to

go no
further

once it
has achieved

its currently
stated goals.

This was, and is, what’s at stake. This is the future we are
trying to

prevent

given
the ascendant

fascist
movement currently

controlling
the

GOP.
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Ten

Death of Democracies

“Mass propaganda discovered that its audience was ready at all times to believe

the worst, no matter how absurd, and did not particularly object to being deceived

because it held every statement to be
a

lie
anyhow.

[...] instead of deserting the

leaders who had lied to them, they would protest that they had known all along

the statement was
a

lie and would admire the leaders for their superior tactical

cleverness.”

Hannah Arendt

O
ne of the most constant

refrains we
heard in the

age
of

Trump was,
“this

is not normal.” Almost every day, something new tore down norms that

had
existed for

decades,
if not hundreds of

years.
It
happened

so often that
we

grew numb to it, and greater and greater outrages were
required

to
provoke

any

sort of
immune

response. When the Mueller report
revealed Trump’s

connec

tions
with

Russia,
it
spawned an

impeachment. The
Senate

refused to provide

anything more than
a pro

forma
hearing. Later,

the Senate
Intelligence Committee

report
was

released, and
it contained

numerous new revelations of how deep

the corruption
went.

It
was a

tacit
acknowledgment

that the Senate
would

not

provide any
checks

on the
executive

branch.1 The framers of the Constitution

had
hoped

that
Congress

would
put the good of the country ahead of party

and
prevent demagogues, autocrats, and

criminals from
controlling executive

branch;
instead, the

legislative
branch

was
enabling

a
man who

was
all three.

This has people who study how modern democracies fall into autocracy

and fascism extremely
worried.

The
Trump

Administration closely
hewed

to

the model of other failed democracies in the post-Soviet era. Indeed, there

are some who believe that the likes of Vladimir Putin and Viktor Orbán of

Hungary were
actively

coaching the
Trump

Administration and the religious

right on how to re-make America in the image of their autocratic, Christian,

ethno-nationalist states.2
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This chapter
examines

the
characteristics

of
how post-Cold War governments

have been de-democratized
from the

inside,
using

Russia, Hungary, Turkey and

Poland as examples,
and

points
to

similarities
occurring

in
the United States un

der Trump.

Warnings of Authoritarian Behavior

Harvard professors Steven Levitsky
and

Daniel Ziblatt provided
one of the

most
eye-opening analyses

of how modern countries
fail in their book, How De

mocracies
Die. They

outlined four key indicators
of

authoritarian behavior.
The

Trump Administration failed,
or

nearly failed, all
of

these tests. This is
more star

tling given
that when

Levitsky
and

Ziblatt wrote
their book

in 2018,
they judged

that
Trump only ran

afoul of
7
of the

15 indicators listed above.
After

two
addi

tional
years

in power,
it
was

15 out of
15

when he left office.

Rejection (or Weak Commitment to) Democratic Rules
of

the Game

“A
society becomes totalitarian when its structure becomes

flagrantly artificial:
that

is, when its ruling class has lost its function but succeeds in clinging to power by

force or fraud.”

George
Orwell

“I have to see. No, I’m not going to just say ‘yes.’ I’m not going to say
‘no.’

And

I didn’t last time, either,”

Donald Trump,

when
asked in July 2020

if he
would

accept
election

results

Trump continually expressed a desire
to

violate
the

Constitution. He suggested

delaying
the

2020 elections in violation
of the

Constitution’s
dictates that Con

gress
sets the election

date.4
He

repeatedly stated that
he should be

allowed
to

seek
a third

term
in office, in violation

of the
22nd

Amendment that
limits

pres

idents
to

two
terms in

office.5
Indeed, he

went
so

far as
to

say
he should be

allowed to seek a fourth, fifth, or sixth term, which (at his age) was expressing a

naked desire
to become

president
for

life.6 Trump implied validity
of the use of

violence
to

overthrow
normal democratic

processes
and the

government.
During

the
2016

election, he
hinted

that
if Clinton won,

the
only way

to
“fix”

the courts

would
be to

assassinate federal judges.
“If

she
gets to

pick
her

judges,
nothing

you can do
folks… Although

the Second Amendment
people–maybe

there
is.”7

Trump encouraged
protests

against state governments
that took measures to

contain COVID-19, with tweets such as, “LIBERATE MICHIGAN!”8 His en

couragement was clearly aimed
at the

most dangerous
parts of his

base,
and as

a
result, protesters

carrying
assault

rifles swarmed
capitols in

displays
that

were
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Table 2. Key Indicators of Authoritarian Behavior

Rejection (or weak commitment
to)

democratic rules
of the game

1.
Do they reject the

Constitution
or express

a willingness
to

violate
it?

2.
Do they suggest

a
need for

antidemocratic measures,
such as

cancelling elections,

violating
or

suspending
the

Constitution,
banning

certain organizations,
or

restrict

ing
basic

civil
or

political rights?

3.
Do they seek to use (or endorse the use of)

extraconstitutional
means to change

the
government,

such as
military coups, violent insurrections,

or mass protests aimed

at forcing
a
change

in
the

government?

4.
Do they attempt to undermine the

legitimacy
of

elections,
for

example,
by refus

ing
to accept credible electoral results?

Denial of the legitimacy of political opponents

1.
Do they

describe their rivals
as

subversive,
or opposed to the existing constitu

tional order?

2.
Do they

claim
their

rivals constitute
an

existential
threat, either to

national
security

or to the
prevailing way

of
life?

3.
Do they

baselessly
describe their partisan

rivals
as

criminals,
whose supposed

violation
of the

law
(or

potential
to do so)

disqualifies
them from

full
participation

in
the

political arena?

4.
Do they

baselessly
suggest that their

rivals
are

foreign agents,
in that they are se

cretly working in alliance
with (or the

employ
of)

a foreign government, usually
an

enemy one?

Toleration or encouragement of violence

1.
Do they

have
any ties to armed

gangs, paramilitary forces, militias, guerillas,
or

other
organizations

that engage in
illicit violence?

2. Have
they or their

partisan allies
sponsored or

encouraged
mob attacks on oppo

nents?

3. Have they tacitly endorsed violence by their supporters by refusing to unambigu

ously condemn and punish it?

4. Have
they

praised
(or refused to condemn) other

significant
acts of

political vio

lence
either in the past or elsewhere

in
the

world?
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Readiness
to curtail the

civil liberties
of

opponents, including media

1.
Have

they supported
laws

or
policies

that
restrict civil liberties,

such as expanded

libel or
defamation

laws,
or

laws restricting
protest,

criticism
of the

government,
or

certain
types of

political organizations?

2.
Have

they threatened to
take legal

or other
punitive

action
against critics in rival

parties, civil society,
or the media?

3.
Have

they
praised repressive

measures
taken

by other
governments, either

in the

past or elsewhere in the world?

Source:
Levitsky and Ziblatt3

clearly meant
to

intimidate
elected

officials with threats
of

violence
or

insurrec

tion.9 Governors who defied Trump were inundated with credible death threats.10

Later,
the

FBI foiled a plot
by

a militia
group to

kidnap, try, and extrajudicially

execute Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer.11
The members of the

plot had

been
part

of the groups
openly carrying in

the
Michigan

state
house.12

This pre

saged
the

assault
on the

U.S.
Capitol

only a
few months

later, when
some of the

same people from
the state protests

stormed it.

Trump worked tirelessly
to undermine the

legitimacy
of

U.S. elections.
He

called the 2016 elections fraudulent based on the demonstrably false
conspiracy

theory
that millions

of undocumented
immigrants were

not
only allowed

to
vote,

but
all voted

for
Hillary Clinton.13

He
repeatedly

refused to commit to
accepting

the
results

of the
2020 election.14 Trump also claimed that

the
only way

he
could

lose the 2020
election

was
if it

was rigged.15

At the
same time, Trump

and
sycophant Postmaster

General
DeJoy were tear

ing
down

the
capabilities

of the
Postal Service

in order to
prevent

Democratic

votes from
being counted

during
the

pandemic.16 Trump
promoted the

conspir

acy theory
that absentee and mail in ballots were subject

to fraud.17
Thus,

he
first

made
sure that

as few
Republicans as possible were encouraged

to
submit

their

votes
by

mail, and
then he attempted to destroy the

voting mechanism which

Democratic voters were
more

likely
to

use
to cast their

ballots.
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Denial
of

the Legitimacy
of

Political Opponents

“I have been in two
elections. I

won them both and the second one
I
won much bigger

than the
first, okay?...We

will not be
intimidated

into
accepting

the hoaxes and the

lies
that

we’ve
been forced to believe. Over the past several weeks,

we’ve
amassed

overwhelming evidence about
a fake

election.”

Donald Trump
to

his supporters, minutes before

they
stormed

the capitol and
attempted a

coup

Donald Trump
made

bizarre, outlandish claims
about

Joe Biden
and

Kamala

Harris a staple
of his

campaign
and stump

speeches.
He described

his
oppo

nents
in

apocalyptic terms
as dangerous radicals

who
would

destroy the
First

and

Second Amendments of the
Constitution.

In
Trump’s world,

Biden and
Harris

were
an

existential threat
to the

Constitution and
the

prevailing way
of

life.
He

claimed Democrats would eliminate all police forces, buying
ads that

showed

elderly people calling
the

police during
home

invasions
only to

find
that they had

been
disbanded by

Biden.18 Guns
would

be
confiscated.19

Suburbs
destroyed

by

hordes of
poor, brown, and presumably criminally violent people moving in.20

He

claimed
Biden

would
ban

religion,
the

Bible,
“hurt

God,” and “wipe away every

trace
of

religion
from

national life.”21 Trump even
made the

bizarre claim
that

if

Biden were elected, he would cancel Christmas, which speaks to the mindset of

the audience that believes these sorts of claims.22

Trump also relentlessly
pushed the

narrative
that his

political rivals,
namely

Clinton, Obama
and

Biden, were all criminals who should
be prosecuted

and
im

prisoned.
He spent

years leading chants
of

“lock
her

up,” and pushing
the Depart

ment of
Justice

to reopen
investigations into Clinton. Trump repeatedly

accused

former
President Obama

of
“treason,” alleging that

he had
spied

upon the
2016

Trump campaign using
the

FBI.23
He

and
his

Senate
enablers

pushed
the

easily

falsifiable narrative
that

Biden
and

his
son

were foreign
agents of the

Ukraine
and

should likewise
be

prosecuted.24
It
was

enough
for Trump loyalists

in the
Senate

to
hold

hearings to try to smear Biden.25

A corollary
to this is

Masha Gessen’s observation that “autocratic power
re

quires
the

degradation
of moral

authority–not
by the

capture
of the moral

high

ground.”26 Republicans
made no

attempt
to

seize
the moral

high
ground

during

Trump’s presidency
or the

2020 election.
Their

justifications were either
that the

2016 election validated
their

actions,
or to

attack
the

morality
of Biden based on

his
stance

on abortion. The GOP
never claimed

to be the good
guys, only

that

nothing could
be

worse
than people

who
support

executing
newborn

babies.27
By

this risible
standard,

anything
done by

Republicans
short of gas

chambers
and

crematoriums is morally defensible.
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Toleration
or Encouragement of

Violence

“Power and violence are opposites; where the one rules absolutely, the other is absent.

Violence appears where power
is in

jeopardy, but
left to its own

course
it

ends in

power’s disappearance.”

Hannah Arendt

Trump
has

consistently embraced
anti-democratic

violence against
those

who

oppose him.
At

a 2015 campaign rally, he suggested that a Black Lives Matter

protester should have
been

“roughed
up” by the

crowd and security.28 Before
the

2016 Iowa caucus,
he

told his fans,
“…Knock the crap out of them. I’ll

pay
the

legal
fees.”29

At other
rallies

where they hauled out
protesters,

he
declared, “Try

not to hurt him. If
you do, I’ll

defend
you in court.”

He
also

defended the
“old

days” where
protesters

were “carried
out on a stretcher.”

During the protests
against police violence

in the summer of
2020, Trump

was
more than happy to

escalate
the

use
of

violence against protesters. A
source

within
the

White
House

said that
he

enjoyed watching police and
National Guard

troops
clear

out
Lafayette

Square
across the street from the White House with tear

gas,
stun

grenades,
rubber

bullets,
and

truncheons.
He

followed it
up

by posing

with a Bible in
front of

Saint John’s
Episcopal

church in a
photo-op

clearly
de

signed
to appeal to

his
white

evangelical base.30 Later, Trump deployed unmarked

police
forces to

Portland
and other

cities. Simultaneously,
he threatened to use

the National Guard in
states that

displeased him
in order to suppress

protests.31

Violent
Christian nationalist militia

groups such as the Proud
Boys,

the Three

Percenters,
and

Patriot Prayer militia
groups

all have ideologies that are misogy

nistic, Islamophobic, transphobic,
and

anti-immigration.32
They are

strongly
sup

portive
of

Trump,
whose

views, methods,
and

goals align closely with theirs.33

They
recognize

him as one of
their own. During

the
first Presidential debate

of
2020, Trump told

the Proud
Boys militia

group
to, “Stand back

and stand

by.” This was widely
seen as

a call
for

political violence if things didn’t
go the

President’s way during
the

election.34
When

Kyle Rittenhouse
shot three

Black

Lives
Matter (BLM) protesters in

Wisconsin, killing two,
he

was with
the

“Keno

sha
Guard” militia group.35

His
social media posts were littered with support for

Trump and “Blue Lives
Matter”

posts. Only minutes
before the

shooting, police

were
recorded handing him

and
other members of the

militia water
and

thanking

them for
turning

out.36 After the
shootings, Trump refused

to denounce Ritten

house’s actions, while right-wing media hailed him
as

a hero.37 Ultra-conservative

pundit and former
Fox

News regular Ann Coulter
tweeted, “I want him as

my

president.”38 Trump defended Rittenhouse
during one of

his press briefings.39

212



American Fascism

Later,
supporters of

Rittenhouse crowd-sourced over
$2

million dollars
to

pay

his bail.40

Trump
embraced

a both-sideism
when

it
comes to

violent extremists
who

support him. After the
2017

violence in
Charlotte between white

supremacists

and counter-protesters that resulted in the vehicular homicide death of Heather

Heyer (who opposed racism),
Trump called

them
“very fine

people, on both

sides,” when addressing
the violence.41

Worse, Trump
had

a
long history of

admiring
how dictators

handle protesters.
In

1989,
after the Tiananmen Square

massacre,
he praised the military response:

“When
the students poured

into
Ti

ananmen
Square,

the
Chinese government almost blew it.”42 Three decades later

in
2019,

he
reportedly gave

Chinese
President

Xi
Jinping approval

to continue

building
concentration

camps for the Muslim Uighur ethnic minority in north

west China.43

Let that
sink

in
for a

moment:
Trump

seems to
believe that

genocide is an

acceptable
response

to
political dissent,

and to
maintain “law and order,”

if the

people being
liquidated

are
labeled terrorists. His public actions all supported

the

observation that
he

wanted violence and encouraged it against political adversar

ies
and protesters with a wink and a nod.

Despite
all of

this,
people

still
seemed

shocked
that

Trump
got up in front

of an
angry

mob on
January

6th,
2021 and

told them to march on the capitol.

After
every

ounce of
conservative

media and the
Trump campaign

had been

telling
his base for months

that
they needed to

fight
for him, that they

were
be

ing robbed of their
country,

and that it
would

be the end of America
if

Biden

controlled the White House, it
still

came as
a
surprise to

some
when

Trump’s

devoted
base stormed the

capitol.
They

had every
intention of taking the

Vice

President hostage,
and

potentially killing
him,

along with Democratic legislators

like
Nancy

Pelosi,
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, and

James Clyburn.44
They nearly

succeeded, but for the quick
thinking

and
bravery

of Capitol
Police officer

Eu

gene Goodman.

Trump initially watched
the

assault
on TV

with glee, feeling
happy

that “his”

people
were

standing up for
him and

he
might prevail in remaining president.45

When he was forced to denounce the violence, it was half-hearted, flat, and

sounded
like a POW reading

from
a

script. Hours
later, almost two-thirds

of

Republicans
in the

House
tried to

give
the

insurrectionists
what they

wanted

and
voted

to
overturn a

free and
fair

election. Some
admitted

they
were afraid

to

vote
to

affirm
it.46

However, when given a chance
to

repudiate violence, and
the

President
who

encouraged it,
the

vast majority
of

Republican legislators chose

instead to reward it.
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Readiness to Curtail the Civil Liberties of Opponents, including Media

“What
makes

it possible for
a

totalitarian or any other dictatorship to rule is

that people are not informed; how can you have an opinion if you are not in

formed? If everybody always lies to you, the consequence is not that you believe

the lies, but rather that nobody believes anything any longer. This is because lies,

by their very nature, have to be changed, and
a

lying government has constantly

to rewrite its own history. On the receiving end you get not only one
lie—a

lie

which you could go on for the rest of your days—but you get
a

great number of

lies, depending on how the political wind blows. And
a

people that no longer can

believe anything cannot make up its mind. It is deprived not only of its capacity

to act but also of its capacity to think and to judge. And with such
a

people you

can then do what you please.”

Hannah Arendt

Trump
repeatedly

called
for

expansion
of

libel and slander laws
against

media

outlets, while at
the

same
time

calling
them the

“enemy
of the

people,” a phrase

with distinctly Nazi and Stalinist histories.47 While he wanted to broaden libel laws

so he
could

sue news
outlets,

he
was thwarted

by the
legal system.48 This didn’t

stop him from
suing CNN,

The New
York Times,

and the
Washington

Post for
libel

in
a wave

of
expensive nuisance litigation,

hoping that
something would stick

in

the courts he
was filling with loyalists.49

Trump heavily favored news sources that spoke glowingly
of

him and his ac

tions, while attempting
to

punish those who didn’t.50
In

2019, 92 percent
of

Trump’s

interviews were on Fox News.
The

White House went nearly a year without holding

a formal press conference.51 When they did,
the

Trump White House forced
the

press corps
to

let in reporters from hyper-conservative, conspiratorial networks like

One America News during
the

COVID-19 pandemic
to

press briefings, even when it

wasn’t their
turn to

have a spot.52
They

even issued White House passes
to

conspira

cy
blogs like The Gateway Pundit, at the expense

of
actual news outlets.53

At the
same

time,
the

White House attempted
to

revoke
the

press credentials
of
CNN reporter

Jim Acosta for asking difficult questions during pressers.54

When
Trump

did
hold press conferences,

there
was a distinctly Russian auto

cratic flavor to them. Vladimir Putin hosts
one press

conference a
year in which

he lies, throws
out

trivial factoids, dodges questions, calls
on

favorite
reporters

to throw him softballs, and insults the ones who don’t. He treats them the way

an
indulgent uncle might

react to
badly behaved, petulant children.55 Trump’s

approach
to

press
conferences

was broadly similar, as
is the

point
of the

exercise;

both men are demonstrating who
is

in
charge,

not
conveying actual information.
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At the
same time, Trump

and the
conservative

media
monoculture worked dil

igently
to

demonize protesters,
often

using misleading information and sources,

including video
footage of riots

that didn’t even
happen

in
the

U.S.55
He

repeated

ly endorsed
heavy-handed

methods to
suppress

not only
protesters,

but
political

opponents, too. Governors
in red

states passed slews
of

laws designed
to

make
it

easier
to

punish peaceful
protesters

with long, harsh sentences,
at the

same
time

making
it

far easier
to get

away
with

murdering
them.57

Tearing
Down

the Guardrails

“It’s
one thing to win

a
fair

game.
It is

quite
another to be

able
to write the rules

of the game–and to write them in ways that enhance
one’s

prospects of
winning.

And it’s even worse if you can choose your own referees…Economists refer to this

as regulatory capture.”

Joseph Stiglitz

It
is

not
simply enough for a would-be authoritarian

to
have

these
leanings.

There
are

concrete
actions

they
must generally take

to tear
down

the
guardrails

that would otherwise prevent
them from

seizing
the

power and authority
they

need to
implement their vision. Their goal:

permanent,
single

party
rule

under
a

single, unitary executive
branch

beholden
to no one and nothing,

which
in turn

rules by
fiat.

These
guardrails

can be
laws

or
norms.

Attorney General
Bill Barr

had long been
a
proponent of

this
idea

that presidents
can

rule by executive
order

under
Article

II of the
Constitution.58 Trump,

for his part,
quickly

endorsed the

idea
that,

“I have an Article
II,

where I have
the

right
to do

whatever I want as

president.”59
This

illustrates how constitutional
means can

even
be

used
to ensure

democracy
can quickly fall

under the
determined onslaught

of
an authoritarian

party in
power.

Hard Guardrails

Hard
guardrails

are the written,
legal

norms of
a democratic society.

These

usually start with a constitution
and are reinforced by the legal system.

Many

actions of
would-be authoritarians

are
theoretically

proscribed by both. Despite

the name, these
guardrails

are
incredibly fragile.

The
20th

and
21st centuries

are

rife
with examples

of how
theoretically stable democracies, with constitutional

and legal systems
designed

to withstand
any foreseeable challenge, fall quickly

into despotism. For
example, the

constitution
of the

Weimar Republic
had been

designed
by

Germany’s finest
legal

minds.
There

was a longstanding cultural
and

political tradition
of

Rechtsstaat (rule
of

law) that many believed would
be

suffi

cient to
prevent abuse

of
power. However,

the
Weimar Republic survived only 51

days after Hitler was sworn into office
on

January 30, 1933.
The

passage
of the

Enabling
Act of

1933
granted Hitler unitary

power,
thereby ending the

Republic.
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A
more modern (and

perhaps germane) example
is the

Philippines.
The

Phil

ippine
constitution was drafted

in
1935 and was almost a word-for-word transla

tion of the
U.S. Constitution.

Its
legal system was

based on
U.S. law

as
well.

How

ever, when President Ferdinand Marcos didn’t want to step down after his second

term in
1972,

he
simply declared

martial
law

and
assumed autocratic power.

Just
because

a law exists
does not mean that it

will
be enforced. The Hatch

Act
supposedly prevents

the use of
public spaces

for
political activities. However,

because
of the

blind loyalty
of

William
Barr at the

Department
of

Justice,
the

law

was
not enforced

during
the

Trump Administration
(at

least
against

Republicans).

Trump
took the

unprecedented
step of using the White House to

deliver his Re

publican
National

Convention acceptance speech
from the

Oval Office, while
the

First Lady delivered
hers from the

Rose
Garden.

Later,
he

held campaign rallies

on the South
Lawn.60 Internally, Trump’s aides

scoffed
at

the
law

and took pride

in
violating

it
publicly.

This
demonstrates

how
a law

is
useless,

if the system
has

been
so subverted

that the bodies
responsible

for
enforcing it

no
longer

do
in

order to support the party in power.61

so,

Additionally, anything is constitutional in
the

U.S. if
the

Supreme Court says it

is.
If

Donald Trump decreed that all Muslims were
to be

rounded
up

and
put

in

camps as a national security threat, and
the

Supreme
Court

said “yes,
the

President

can
do

this,”
then

it’s absolutely constitutional and legal.
If

an American autocrat

personally picked most
of

the justices on
the

court based
on

their loyalty
to

him,

you can see how this quickly goes
from

a thought exercise
to

terrifying possibility.

Nothing
in the

Constitution defines
how many justices there

should
be on

the Supreme Court
either, which makes

it
theoretically easy

to expand the Court.

This
is
one of the greatest

weaknesses in
the

Constitution. For instance, Republi

cans in the
Senate

could
vote

to end the
filibuster

and then
vote

to expand the Su

preme Court.
A would-be authoritarian

could
fill those

seats
with blind loyalists

to rubber stamp any
decision

he
makes.

At
that

point, he
could

rule by
fiat with

executive orders, with
the courts

repeatedly confirming his
broadened

Presiden

tial authority. This is an example of how “hard guardrails” like the Constitution

can come
down quickly, even

in the United States.

Soft Guardrails

Levitsky
and

Ziblatt identify mutual toleration
and

institutional forbearance
as the

norms
most fundamental and critical

to
a functioning democracy.

These
“soft

guardrails,”
wherein

people
of both

parties
agree to not

exploit
legal

and
con

stitutional loopholes
to

subvert
the

democracy
and

eliminate
opposition,

are
the

only thing remaining
to

prevent a calamity
if the “hard

guardrails”
go

down.
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Mutual tolerance is
“the

idea
that as

long as
our

rival plays
by the same consti

tutional rules, we accept that we have an equal
right

to
exist,

compete
for power,

and
govern.”62

The
belief

that
political

opponents are not
enemies

is
a fragile

and

remarkable
concept.

It’s also
one that

is effectively
dead in

America.

As late as 2008, mutual toleration was still something observed within the

Republican Party. While
on the

campaign trail in
October

2008, Republican
pres

idential nominee John McCain was
confronted by

an
angry

voter who said
she

couldn’t trust (then) Senator Barack Obama. “I can’t trust Obama. I have read

about him, and he’s not, um, he’s an Arab,” a woman said to McCain at a town

hall meeting in Lakeville, Minnesota in October 2008.63 McCain seized the mi

crophone and cut her
off. “No, ma’am. He’s a

decent
family

man and
citizen

that

I
just

happen
to

have disagreements with
on fundamental

issues,
and

that’s
what

the
campaign’s all about.” Just

before
McCain

died
in 2019,

he left instructions

that former Presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama should deliver eulo

gies. He also let
it be known that

President Trump was absolutely
not

invited.64

Today, it’s impossible
to

imagine
Donald

Trump doing
the

same
for Biden

if
a Trump voter

had
said similarly false

things about
his

opponent,
especially

given
how

thoroughly Trump demonized
them.

It’s also impossible
to

imagine

other
Republican leaders like

Senator
Josh Hawley, Senator

Cotton, Sean
Hannity,

Tucker Carlson, Matthew Gaetz,
or

Senate Majority
Leader

McConnell leaping

to
Biden’s defense.

Indeed, doing so
would

probably be
political suicide, earning

them the
label

of RINO
(Republican in Name

Only) or
“squish.”

After the
2016 Election, outgoing

President
Obama issued a

statement from

the White
House

stating,
“We

go
forward with a presumption

of good
faith

in

our
fellow citizens. That

presumption of good
faith

is
essential

to
a vibrant

and

functioning
democracy.” However, this

hope
was entirely misplaced in Trump,

the
Republican Party, and its base.65 Trump set himself apart as

the
first

Amer

ican president dedicated
to

ending
democracy and

becoming an
autocrat.

His

base
enthusiastically

supported the attempt, and the GOP
let it

happen
with

their

implicit approval.

Institutional forbearance is loosely defined
as

“avoiding actions that, while
re

specting
the

letter
of the

law, obviously violate
the

spirit.”
Here again,

Repub

licans have deliberately fallen
off the

wagon.
In their

quest
for

raw,
unfettered

political
and cultural

power, Republicans have deliberately subverted
the

system

in
a myriad

of
ways that diminish

the system as
a
functioning

democracy.

Previous chapters have discussed
how

gerrymandering
has become

a
Supreme

Court-sanctioned
tool to ensure that state

legislatures remain in Republican
hands
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in
perpetuity, regardless

of how the
people as a

whole
vote.

The
same is

true of

voter
ID

laws, voter roll purges,
and other attempts to

prevent
democratic con

stituencies
from voting. Similarly, Republican legislators

in gerrymandered states

have deliberately subverted voter ballot initiatives
to expand

voting rights
or end

gerrymandering.

The
presidential power

to
pardon

or
commute sentences

is
also a powerful

tool,
and

one
that

the
founding

fathers
recognized as

so
“broken”

that
Alexander

Hamilton wrote in Federalist
74 that

it would “naturally inspire scrupulousness

and
caution.” Hamilton never

dreamed
that Americans would

elect, and Con

gress
would tolerate, a president so venal and

corrupt that he
would

use
pardons

as
a
carrot to

persuade
people to

commit
crimes

for him and then refuse to tes

tify, as Trump
did for

Roger Stone. Hamilton never imagined it would
be used

to protect
loyalist politicians who

committed gross
violations of civil rights and

defy the
U.S.

court
system66,

or people who commit
war crimes against civilians.67

There
was

the
assumption

that Congress
would punish a President

who
was

so

nakedly partisan
and corrupt.

Pardons were
meant to be

a way
for

presidents
to be

a check
on

judicial
abus

es or
injustices. Trump

instead used them
as leverage

or
favors

to
his loyalists.

Overall, Trump offered very
few

pardons compared
to most modern

presidents,

and most of them
went

to co-conspirators or
right-wing politicians

who had

fallen afoul
of the

law.68 Before
he

left office, Trump
had pardoned or commuted

the sentences of
Steve Bannon, Roger Stone, Paul Manafort, Duncan Hunter,

George
Papadopoulos, Michael Flynn, and dozens of others.69

In other
words, while

pardons
are constitutional,

the
way

they
were

used by

the
Trump Administration

undermined
democracy.

It
subverted

the indepen

dence and
power

of the
judiciary, while shielding the Administration and its cro

nies from any
judicial

or legal
checks. With

the Senate held
by Republicans

and

a two-thirds majority
required for

conviction during impeachment, it also meant

that
there

were
no

legislative checks
on the

executive branch either. Which,
in

effect, meant no checks at all.

Another prime
example

of
institutional

forbearance destroyed by the
Trump

Administration was nepotism.
There’s

nothing that
says

you cannot put your

completely
unqualified

(and generally incompetent)
son-in-law

in charge of the

Middle East
Peace

process and the
nation’s

pandemic response team at the

White House, but here
we are.70 There’s

nothing that
says

you
can’t

send your

completely
unqualified

daughter to diplomatic
events

rather than professionals

from the State Department, but again, here
we

are.72 The reason this
hasn’t
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happened before is not because it is illegal, but because
everyone

assumed no

president
would

be so openly corrupt, or that the Senate
would

not let
such

acts stand.

Nor
did

the
founders

contemplate
a president

who
would deliberately

destroy

or
subvert government agencies.

They
might have packed

them
with

party
loyal

ists
or

relatives
in

days past,
but outright destruction

was new. Trump intentional

ly
exploited a loophole

in the rules to
install

his
unqualified ideologues as

“acting”

secretaries
of

various agencies,
thereby

bypassing Senate approval.72
The

Senate

never confirmed a
new secretary of the Department of Homeland

Security after

Kirstjen Nielsen left
on

April 19, 2019, because
the

White House never
nomi

nated
one.

Nor did they
anticipate a President installing unqualified

ideologues

like
Ben “Oreos?” Carson, Betsy

“Grizzly Bear Attacks” DeVos,
or

Rick
“What

does my
agency do?” Perry

in
charge

of
essential government functions like the

country's
nuclear weapons stockpile.

Worse,
there

are
people who

stand
to

make a substantial profit
from under

mining the
missions

of
their own agencies.

Before being the head of the
Envi

ronmental Protection Agency and
tearing down laws and policies

protecting the

environment,
Andrew Wheeler

was a lobbyist for
the coal

industry.73 Between

Wheeler,
and

his predecessor Scott
Pruitt,

inspections
of

industrial sites were
cut

in
half,

and
monetary penalties against

offenders dropped by 94 percent. Wheeler

also increased allowances
for mercury and

methane emissions and attempted
to

strip
California

of its
ability

to
regulate vehicle emissions.74 Postmaster

Gener

al
Louis DeJoy, who

made
a

series of catastrophic
decisions

to
undermine his

organization, has financial holdings
in

companies that would make significant

amounts of money if the
Postal Service was destroyed

and
its

parts sold
off.75

There used to be
a functional Office

of
Government Ethics

(OGE), but it

was
one of the

first organizations Trump destroyed. Walter Shaub, who
left the

OGE in
despair

in
2017, summarized why and

how the
Trump Administration

has
obliterated

norms
for

ethical
governance

by
abandoning institutional forbear

ance. According to Shaub, the White House’s attitude was:

“We’re going
to do the

bare minimum
of what is

legal,
and

we’re

going to do things
that

are
questionable,

as
long

as there is an

argument
that,

maybe, it’s legal, is completely
at odds

with the

way
the program has been run for forty

years, because we’ve
all

understood
that

there is
a
practice

and a
body of

things that

do to make these bare-bones rules work.”76

The most
damaging

of
all these violations

of
norms, however, was Mitch

Mc

Connell’s drive
to

prevent President
Obama from

filling
the

late Antonin Scalia’s

you
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seat
on the Supreme Court

with Merrick Garland.
There is nothing

in
the Con

stitution that says you have to vote on a nominee, or when. McConnell made
up

a “Calvinball” rule
that

you can’t fill a
Supreme Court

seat
in

an election year.77

Four
years

later,
in

2020,
he openly

admitted this was a lie
when he promised to

fill
Associate

Justice Ruth
Bader

Ginsburg’s
seat

if
she died

prior
to the

election.

Or, even if
Biden

won,
he

would fill it
during the period

between
the

election
and

the
inauguration.78 He

did exactly this by
ramming through

Amy Coney
Barrett’s

nomination in record time, one week before the 2020 election.

Prior to the fiasco with Merrick Garland,
the Senate had long accepted the

President’s traditional authority
to

appoint
Supreme Court

justices, even when

they
disagreed with

them
ideologically,

so
long

as they
were fully qualified. For

example,
Antonin

Scalia was approved
in

1986
by

a vote
of

98-0. However,
Mc

Connell’s reversal of his own rule signaled how far Republicans were willing
to

go to
begin

the
shift

to
autocracy and single

party rule by
“capturing

the referees”

as
Levitsy and Ziblatt describe.

Stepping into
Competitive Authoritarianism

“We’re not above the rules. We’re not above the law. That’s the essence
of

our democracy.”

Barack Obama, on being an elected official

The goal of modern
authoritarian governments

is to
win

an
election,

and then

use this power
of

government
to

tilt
the

playing field such
that the

opposition

has no
meaningful chance

of
ever winning again. Or,

to
paraphrase Ender’s

Game:

“We won the first election. We want to win all the next ones, too.”

In 2010, Steven Levitsky and
Lucan A.

Way
described the emergence of

a
new

kind
of

government
in their

book, Competitive Authoritarianism: Hybrid Regimes After

the
Cold War.79

What they
observed was neither

democratic nor
fully authoritarian

(or
totalitarian),

but
somewhere in

the
middle.

They
named this

new phenome

non
competitive authoritarianism.

These types of
governments

are
known by many

names—managed
democracy,

electoral
authoritarianism, illiberal democracy,

hy

brid regimes—but they all describe the same phenomena.

In
competitive authoritarianism

there are
still elections,

but the
playing field

is so heavily tilted that the opposition has almost no chance of winning. There’s

still
a

legal system, but court
rulings almost invariably favor

the
ruling party.

There is still
law,

but it is
applied unequally

to the
ruling

party
and

the oppo

sition. There are
still protests,

but they yield no real
political change

or
results,

other than
occasional

beatings
by

police
and

paramilitary
groups

aligned
with

the ruling party.
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Historian Christopher
Browning

observed
how modern

competitive
author

itarianism employs economy
of

effort in
doing the

absolute minimum
to

stay
in

permanent power.
He

calls
it

“illiberal democracy,”
but it

is essentially
the same

thing.

“Democracy
[in

the
U.S.]

is
beleaguered.

But it is
in

the form of

a
new kind of

authoritarianism,
what

I call “illiberal democracy,”

where the whole
system

does not need to be
changed entirely.

You don’t
need

a vast
army of secret police.

You don’t
need

concentration camps. You don’t
need to lock up all your oppo

nents. Now, in America or other liberal democracies, if an ene

my of
democracy

or
a would-be authoritarian

manages to
tweak

the electoral system,
infiltrate

and stock the
judiciary,

control

information and
pollute

the
public discourse

against truth—us

ing language such as
“fake news”—people basically lose

faith.

The
fig leaf

of
democratic

appearance is
preserved.

Elections

are
held

but the opponents
have

no
chance

of
winning.”

80

“Free” media still
exists under

competitive authoritarianism,
but it

either self-cen

sors to
avoid angering

the
regime

or is
available only

to
liberal elites.

The rest of

the
media, available

to the
masses

and the most
widely seen, are all effectively

controlled
by the

ruling party.

In the
end, it

creates
a
system

where
the

opposition
party can run

whatever

candidates
they

wish, hold rallies, collect donations, and function almost normal

ly.
They

can even
win seats

in
the

legislative
branch, but

never enough
to

actually

make
anything happen.

Alternately,
the

legislative
branch

can
be

so weakened,

and the
executive

branch become so strong,
that it hardly matters

who
wins

con

trol of the
legislature. Because

the
ruling party has deliberately weaponized

the

functions of
government

against the
opposition,

opponents
will almost certainly

never regain sufficient power
through

elections
to

effectively
oppose or

challenge

the ruling party.

Nor are
these

states
totalitarian;

the
average

person
can criticize

the
govern

ment (if not too
loudly).

There
isn’t 24/7 surveillance

for thought
crimes.

There

are no
gulags

for
political enemies,

though
a
few top

leaders might
be

imprisoned.

The
government isn’t going to waste effort on the rank-and-file members of

the
opposition,

because they
have made

protesters
powerless

to
effect change.

For
most

people, living
under

competitive authoritarianism
is
boring and stable.81

This sums up the
difference between

modern
authoritarianism

and
totalitarian

ism
of the

past:
There is

a certain efficiency
to

forgoing
secret

police and gulags

when
you can

just
as easily stay

in
power without

them.
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Stability
has, surprisingly,

turned out to be
a
hallmark of such

regimes.
Social

scientists up until the mid-2000s
believed

that
governments

that were neither

democratic nor authoritarian (or totalitarian)
were weak,

and likely to collapse.

This may have
been true of

developing
nations during the Cold

War
but has not

been true since. There are now about
twenty competitive

autocracies that
have

endured for more than 15
years.

Most of these
governments

are right-wing, re

ligiously
conservative, xenophobic,

and populist: they tend to frame
everything

as us
vs.

them. Immigrants and LGBTQ
people,

as
well

as
religious,

racial and

ethnic
minorities,

tend to be scapegoated for the
nation’s ills.

The
government

promises to return to
a
mythic past when these sorts of people, and tolerance

of them, were far
scarcer. Part

of the us
vs.

them philosophy is
a
seething

hatred of cosmopolitan
values.

The ideology of many
competitive

authoritar

ian states is essentially fascist. Current examples of
competitive

authoritarian

governments
include

Russia, Turkey, Poland,
and

Hungary.
Brazil and India are

well
on their

way.
And so is the United

States, even
with

Trump
out of

office

(more on this later).

According to
Levitsky and Ziblatt,

the three
strategies

by
which authoritarians

seek to
take power are: “capturing

the
referees, sidelining

the
key players,

and

re-writing
the

rules
to

tilt
the

playing field against opponents.” All
three

were

well underway
prior to the

2020
election. They are

also likely
to

continue going

forward, as
the

GOP has worked actively
to do

many
of these things

for decades.

Capturing
the

Referees

“My goal is to do everything we can for as long as we can to transform the federal

judiciary, because everything else we do is transitory.”

Senator Mitch McConnell

Rarely in recent history are there moments like
the

“Reichstag Fire,” in which

politicians use a singular event
to

rapidly seize absolute power. Rather, modern au

tocrats
tend to

tear down
the

guardrails slowly. Their actions
tend to go

unnoticed

by most. Sometimes
the

public is willing
to

accept excuses
by the

soon-to-be au

tocrats as to why
the

changes are necessary (e.g., restricting access
to

voting is nec

essary
to

prevent fraud). Most
of the

time,
the

autocratic party has introduced so

much pravda and vranyo that the public has
no

idea what is real, or what
truth

is any

more.
By the

time
the

guardrails give way entirely, people are numb
to the

autocrat’s

violation
of

norms, hardly anyone notices, and it’s
too

late
to

stop what’s coming.

“Capturing the referees”
means subverting systems, individuals,

or institutions

that would hinder the autocratic attempt.
Courts, police, law enforcement

agen
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cies,
and

legislatures can all serve as checks
on

autocratic power
and are thus

frequent
targets

for
capture. However,

once
subverted, either through coercion

or
packing,

these institutions
can

become
a weapon as well.

One of
Viktor

Or

bán’s first
actions upon

reclaiming power in 2010 was
to

pack various
legal and

oversight offices
in the

Hungarian government with loyalists
and

cronies.
He

also
expanded the

Constitutional
Court from

eight
to

fifteen. Vladimir Putin has

forced out
any judges

on the
Russian

Constitutional Court who
have displeased

him or
spoken

out about the
lack

of
judicial independence.

In
Poland, when

the

Law
and

Justice Party
came to

power
in

2015,
they

immediately manipulated
the

system to place
five loyalist judges

on the
fifteen-member Constitutional Tribu

nal,
and

imposed a
rule that

all decisions must have a two-thirds majority
to

take

effect, thereby
granting

the party
veto power over all

court
decisions.

Similarly, Trump placed
the

loyal William
Barr

at
the

head
of the Depart

ment of
Justice, a

man
who believed

that
all power should

rest
with

the
executive

branch.
Barr

attracted Trump’s attention
in

June 2018 when
he wrote an

unso

licited
memo to the Department of

Justice with
the

subject line “Mueller’s
Ob

struction Theory.”
In

it,
Barr

basically
argued that the president can do

whatever

he
wants without repercussion.82

Barr
was essentially making

the legal
case for

the concept of rex
non potest peccare (literally “the king can

do no
wrong”), which

is the
basis

for crown or
sovereign immunity. Thus,

he
was exactly

what
Trump

was looking
for after

Jeff Sessions failed
to

prevent
the

Mueller investigation—an

attorney general who would treat Trump like a God-King and usher in autocratic

power.

McConnell did
his

part, too.
He

prevented
the

Merrick Garland appointment

and
later placed a hard-right loyalist

(who
was credibly

accused
by multiple wom

en of
being a drunken rapist)

on the court.83
Trump

has placed
a historic number

of judges on the federal bench in
his first

term, and
Mitch

McConnell
always

made it his top
priority.84

They
dispensed with

the normal
American Bar Associa

tion
process,

resulting
in a

record number of
unqualified people

being
placed

on

the bench. The goal was
an

ideologically loyal
and pure

judiciary,
not

a
competent

one.85

The Office of Government
Ethics

was
gutted, as

were insufficiently loyal

attorney
general and inspector general offices.86 The Senate confirmed its blind

loyalty during
the perfunctory

2019 impeachment trial. Trump
used his

power
to

pardon or commute sentences as
a
carrot to

induce
witnesses to

refuse
to

testify.

The Trump Administration made it clear: crimes committed in the name of the

President will
not be

prosecuted,
and if they

somehow
are, they

will
be pardoned

so
long as

the
President is

protected.
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In turn, these
legal and administrative bodies captured by

autocratic
attempt

can then be used to
launch investigations

of
political enemies, such

as the Senate

hearings
into Hunter

Biden
at the behest of

Trump
and

Republicans like
Senator

Lindsey Graham
(R-SC) who were

trying to curry
his favor.87

The
police

can turn

a blind
eye to thugs and

paramilitary
forces

who brutalize
or murder

protest

ers. Opposition leaders can be charged on the flimsiest of evidence. Conversely,

members of the
ruling party are

free to
flout

the
law,

such
as openly violating

the

Hatch Act without fear of being
held to account.

Sidelining
Key

Players

“If
we

nominate Trump,
we

will get destroyed… and
we will

deserve
it”

Lindsey Graham, 2016

Key
players that may

need to be
sidelined include

the
independent media,

opposition political figures,
and

even figures within one’s own party who might

offer up
resistance.

Capturing the referees often
makes this easier. Sometimes this

sidelining
can be through

simple bribery, as was used with
the porn

star
Stormy

Daniels,
whom

Trump
had sex

with. Coercion
(support me or

I’ll
support your

opponent in the
primary) is

another
technique,

as is
simple favoritism.

One of the most
crucial players in any

modern
political

system
is

the
media.

Some
autocrats, like

Putin and
Orbán,

responded by
using

the
powers

of the state

to
take over major

independent sources of
news. Putin did

so as
early

as
2001

and
2002,

wresting the
influential ORT,

NTV
and TV-6

stations
away

from
oli

garchs
and

into
the

hands
of

state-owned companies.
He has

also
used the

power

of
government

to
revoke licenses

of
stations

that
displeased

him.
Russia is

now

one of the
world’s

most
dangerous places

for
journalists,

who seem to
routinely

have “accidental” falls
out of

windows. Russian independent
media

has
been

systematically dismantled
as

a
result.88

Putin has also
used

libel
suits to

bankrupt

journalists and entire media outlets.89

Speech in Russia has
been

significantly curtailed as well. Libel
is now

a
crimi

nal
offense.

So
is offending anyone’s religious sensibilities, making

the
police

an

enforcer for the Russian Orthodox Church.
As Tim

Snyder
points out, you can

go to
jail

for
a stick figure cartoon

of
Jesus

or
playing Pokemon

Go in
a church.90

Russia’s
“no promo homo”

laws make any
sort of

discussion
of LGBTQ

issues

a potentially criminal activity,
thus

stifling a
group who

might otherwise dissent.

Similar laws remain
on the

books
in the

U.S., though
they are rarely enforced, but

that
could change

in
the

future.91 Hungary’s Orbán has similarly
absorbed, na

tionalized,
shut

down,
or

constrained independent
media

into oblivion.
Support

ers of Orbán have taken control of most Hungarian media outlets.92 Between the
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state and
supportive oligarchs,

80 percent of
Hungary’s

media outlets
have fallen

under his
control.93 Additionally,

he has
weaponized friendly tabloids

to
smear his

political
opponents

with scandals,
both real and

imaginary.94

As
discussed in previous chapters, Trump captured

or
sidelined

the
largest media

outlets in
the

U.S. through a variety
of

means.
He

controlled Fox News by granting

them special access
to

his White House and by threatening
to

take that access away

and give it
to

rival network OAN whenever Fox displeased him. Trump-aligned

Sinclair media broadcasting, like Orbán’s supporters in Hungary, has been buying

up
local

TV
stations and filling

them
with “must

run”
propaganda pieces.95

The

Trump-appointed head
of the

Federal Communications Commission changed
the

rules
to

allow Sinclair
to

control more than
one

station in a given market
to

facilitate

this.
At the

same time, far-right media content dominates social media, particularly

Facebook.96
The

Republican base has also been conditioned
to

never believe
more

reliable news sources, dampening whatever effects they might have.

Perhaps
the

worst example
of

Trump’s love
of dictators

and
hatred of

jour

nalists is
the murder of

Jamal Khashoggi. Khashoggi was a Saudi Arabian
resi

dent of the
U.S.

who
wrote

for the
Washington

Post. In
2018,

he
was

lured to the

Saudi
Consulate in Istanbul,

where he
was immediately killed

and
dismembered

by
a team

of Saudi
agents. According

to multiple
reports, Saudi Crown

Prince

Mohammed bin
Salman personally ordered

the
killing. Two

years
later, Trump

bragged
to

journalist
Bob

Woodward that
he protected Mohammed

bin Salman

from any sort of
repercussions from the incident.98

While Trump
has threatened to expand

libel laws and
has

filed numerous

frivolous lawsuits against
media

outlets like
the

New York Times and
the

Washing

ton Post, he
doesn’t

need to because his
base only believes

the media outlets he

endorses. At the same time, major media outlets have tried to treat the actions

of the
Trump Administration

as
quasi-normal, while shying away

from accurate

characterization of his words and deeds as “lies,” “fascistic,” or “autocratic.” This

has
lulled

the
middle

into
a false

sense of
normalcy, while ignoring a

GOP and

its base that is becoming
increasingly radicalized

and
anti-democratic.

When not

enough
people trust

the
media, or are so confused as to be unable to know what

is true and
what

is not, the
autocrat doesn’t actually

need to
have

control of ev

erything.
He

just
needs

enough
control to

paralyze
the

opposition prior
to the

autocratic
breakthrough.

The other
key

piece that
Trump

sidelined was opposition within the
Repub

lican
Party. It’s

easy to forget, but when
Trump

ran in 2015 and 2016, he set

off antibodies within the
Republican party,

some of whose members recog

nized him for what he
was.

Lindsey Graham tweeted that the GOP
deserved

to
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be destroyed if they nominated
Trump

and
called

him
a “kook,," “idiot,”

and

”jackass.”99
Marco

Rubio
called

Trump a
“con artist” and “an

embarrassment.”

John
McCain refused to attend the

Republican
Convention

in 2016
and with

drew his support for
Trump

before the general
election.100 Ted

Cruz
remarked,

“We’re
liable to

wake
up one morning, and Donald, if he

were
president,

would

have nuked Denmark.”101

Trump,
for his part,

attacked Republican
contenders

for the nomination in

ways
that

were shocking
by American

political standards.
He

accused Ted Cruz’s

father
of

conspiring
to

kill President Kennedy in 1963 and called Cruz’s wife “a

dog.”102
He

said
of

John McCain, “I
prefer people

that weren’t captured.”103
He

referred
constantly and insultingly

to
“Little

Marco”
Rubio while

on the
cam

paign trail.104 All
but McCain

would eventually
become

enthusiastic
supporters

of
Trump regardless

of
what

he
did,

or the
outrages

coming out of the White

House.
They

ceased
to be

a check
on any of his

impulses.
Indeed, if

Trump did

wake
up one morning and

“nuke Denmark,”
it seems

likely
these Senators

would

be
lining

up for
interviews

on
Fox

to
explain why this

action
was

both
justified

and
proportional.

In the end, it
didn’t matter.

Once
Trump was

president,
Republicans

either

fell in line or left elected
office.

Senators
Jeff

Flake (R-AZ) and Bob
Corker

(R-TN) retired and McCain passed
away. Representative Justin

Amash (R-MI)

left the party and retired.
Republican

establishment
figures

put in place to check

Trump’s worst impulses, like former RNC Chair Reince Priebus as the Chief

of Staff, were swept
away

by loyalists who
would

simply let
Trump

be
Trump.

Tea Partiers like Mark
Meadows

would
go on to encourage some of his

worst

impulses.105

The authors of the Constitution
had expected members of the

president’s par

ty to put country
first,

and they did so for most of
U.S. history.

It
was arch-con

servative Senator Barry Goldwater (R-AZ) who delivered the news to Nixon that

there
were “ten

at most,
maybe less” votes

to acquit him if
Watergate went

to

trial in
the

impeachment.
In

2020,
on the other

hand,
there

were 52 votes
to ac

quit, despite overwhelming evidence
of

crimes far worse
than

Nixon’s. Trump had

co-opted the most
crucial players in

the game:
Republican senators

who
could

vote to convict him of high crimes and misdemeanors.

Nor
were Republicans willing

to
resist Trump’s usurpation

of
Congressional

powers. Congress
is charged

with
the

powers
of the purse by the

Constitution.

When Richard Nixon tried to “impound”
funds

allocated
to

Congress,
he

was

denounced by
his party, which voted unanimously

to
block

the
action. Howev

er, when Trump bypassed Congress by reapportioning
Department of Defense
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mere
money to fund his border

wall, only
12

Republicans voted
to block

him—a

symbolic action, and far too few to override a veto.106

Not that it
was a particularly difficult task for Trump

to capture
Republi

can
Senators. Decades

of
politics without compromise, labeling Democrats

the

enemy, conservative
media

radicalizing
the

GOP
base and spinning them into

a state
of

unreality,
made it

far
too

easy.
In the end, whether or not they

were

true
believers in Trump, Republican

Senators
correctly concluded that

the white

evangelical base was
no longer concerned

with
democracy and entirely concerned

with power.

Trump had hand-picked over a
quarter of the

federal judiciary
and

a
third of

the Supreme Court by the
2020

Election. Most
government watchdogs such

as

inspector
generals

and attorney generals
had

been
similarly

corrupted.
Govern

ment agencies
had

become
instruments

of the
campaign

who
twisted reality

to

reflect whatever
the

President said,
enrich

oligarchs,
and

advance
the goals of

the
religious

right
over

the interests of the rest of the
public. Thus,

with most

of the
regulatory bodies

captured or destroyed,
a Trump

re-election
in

the
2020

election
would have

been
catastrophic. Instead,

it
left

behind
a

tilted
judiciary

and
a
federal

government riddled with loyalists.

Re-writing
the

Rules

“The only
permanent rule

of
Calvinball is

that you
can’t

play
it

the
same

way
twice.”

Calvin, of Calvin and Hobbes

The
basic strategy

of
competitive authoritarianism is

to win
once,

and then

change the
rules

to ensure
you keep winning while keeping

up the pretense of

democracy.
If the opposition

looks like it
has found

a strategy
that

might threat

en their
power, competitive authoritarian governments

use the
power of gov

ernment to
simply change

the
rules again

to
reclaim

the
advantage. Often,

these

changes are framed as being
for the

public
good.

Viktor Orbán’s government in
Hungary is one of the

best examples
of

this.

In
2010,

they
legitimately won

the
election. However,

by
2012,

internal support

for
Orbán’s

Fidesz party fell below 20 percent during an
election

year, threat

ening the continuation of their rule.
Thus,

Fidesz set about to alter the
game.

They
aggressively

changed rules for
how seats in

the
legislature were allocated

via hyper-partisan gerrymandering. Campaign ads were only allowed
to run on

public channels, which were
run by

loyalists.
Orbán

also had legislation passed

that allowed ethnic Hungarians living abroad,
who

were
not

actually citizens
of

Hungary,
to

vote in
the

election
as

well.
These

ballots were
not

carefully
moni
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tored,
and a

staggering
95

percent of
these sketchy votes went

for
Orbán.108

In

combination, these actions allowed Fidesz to retain a 66
percent

supermajority

of
seats

in the
legislature, while winning

44 percent of the
vote, much

of
which

came from
“near abroad” ballots

of dubious
authenticity. Observers called

the

election, “Free, but not fair.”108

Levitsky
and

Way
set three criteria for

elections being unfair:

1.
State

institutions
are

widely abused
for

partisan ends.

2.
Incumbents

systematically favored
at the expense of opposi

tion

3.
The

opposition’s ability
to

organize and
compete in

elections

is seriously handicapped.

We
see

all
of these in the

autocratic attempts in
the

U.S. today.
Chapter

8
on

permanent single-party rule
by the GOP

covers many
of the

strategies being

used
by

the
Republican

party to
tilt

the
playing field

in their
favor. Like Hungary,

gerrymandering
in states

like Wisconsin
and North

Carolina
results

in legislatures

that
look

nothing like
who the

people voted for.
In turn, these

legislatures
enact

agendas
that

are
at odds with

the
wishes

of the
public.

At the
same time, rather

than
expanding

the
voter

base
as Orbán did, Trump

and the GOP
worked

to ensure
that as

few Democrats as
possible

could
vote.

They
went

so far as to put
a Trump loyalist in

charge of the
Postal Service with

the
intent

of
destroying

it, because Democrats
were

about three times as
likely as

Republicans
to

vote by mail
or absentee

ballot
in

a year marred by
the

COVID-19

pandemic. Polling places
in

precincts where Black people vote were dramatical

ly cut,
as were

the number of hours
given

to
voting.108 Millions

of
voters were

purged
from

the
rolls, deliberately and disproportionately affecting minorities

and poor
people.110 Many

of those purges
were

done so
wrongfully: in Georgia

alone
it is

estimated
that

200,000 eligible voters were removed.111 Voter
ID

laws

targeted
Blacks and

young
people,

both of
which

are core Democratic constitu

encies.112
At the same

time, Senate Majority Leader
Mitch McConnell

refused
to

bring
the

Voting Rights
Act up for

renewal.113 While
these are somewhat more

subtle
than the Jim

Crow laws that disenfranchised black people,
the

intent is
the

same: prevent
people

that white evangelicals and
the GOP

dislike from voting
to

the maximum extent practical.

In recent
years, spending

on
U.S.

elections has
grown dramatically

and
tilted

sharply against Democrats.
The

1976
Supreme Court

decision
in

Buckley v. Valeo

permitted
corporate

spending as
freedom of

speech
in

elections,
and the

2010

decision in Citizens United
opened the

floodgate. Spending
on

Republican
candi
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dates by
PACs and Super-PACs doubled between 2010

and
2012.114

At the same

time, the influence of labor unions decreased,
as

did their spending power
in

campaigns.
The

influence
of the

wealthy increased
as

well:
as few

as
25

individu

als provide half
of all

super-PAC money.115 Scholars
who

looked
at

Citizens Unit

ed’s
effect on

American
elections

concluded it has a significant
effect of

driving

Democrats
out of elections

and putting
more

Republicans in office.116

One of the lesser known effects
of

Citizens United is that corporations can ef

fectively force employees
to

use their work
hours to

support political candidates or

causes, such as
phone

banking. Workers who refuse can be punished. Sixteen
per

cent of workers claim to have seen such retaliation, and nearly half of all managers

admit
to

mobilizing workers
on

behalf of corporations. Thirty
to

forty percent

of
workers

report
being pressured by their companies

to
vote a certain way. One

study concluded that corporations have become “political machines” who use their

workers as a “mercenary grassroots army.”117

Perhaps
nothing

exemplified Republican Calvinball
more

than
the

replace

ment of Justice
Ruth Bader Ginsburg with hard-line religious conservative

Amy

Coney Barrett. In
2016,

Senate Majority
Leader Mitch McConnell

had refused to

bring
Judge

Merrick Garland’s
Supreme Court nomination up for

a vote, saying

that
because

it was
an election

year, voters
should

decide.
At the

time Republican

senators
like

Lindsey
Graham all lined

up
and

agreed that this
was a

real
rule,

and
that

they
would absolutely uphold it if

something
similar

happened in
2020.

When
it did

happen, they
quickly

reneged,
finding various implausible excuses for

why this time was different.118 Which
sums up

how a broken,
captured,

system

works: “rules and laws for thee, but not for me.”

Republicans
had been in

a war
for

power
for 30

years, and
they were prepar

ing to
win

it once
and for all

in the
2020 Election.

They
had

captured most of the

referees, sidelined
anyone that

could
stop them,

and re-written
the

rules
to suit

them. All that was left was the autocratic breakthrough.

Little
Hope

of Meaningful
Recovery

“Do
not go

gentle
into

that good
night. Rage,

rage
against

the
dying

of the light.”

Dylan Thomas

It
is
one thing to note how the United States

appears
to be

following
the tem

plate for
a slide into autocracy.

It
is
another to quantify it. This has been done by

the
Varieties

of Democracy
(V-Dem)

Project
at

the
University

of Gothenburg

in
Sweden. This project has 50 social scientists, working with over 3,000

country

level
subject matter experts to curate

and analyze a
data set of

470 variables,
82
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indices, and five high level indices.
These

high-level indices
are meant to mea

sure the
principles

of
democracy (electoral, liberal, participatory, deliberative,

and

egalitarian) within a given country.119

Their findings
are

chilling. Democracy is in
retreat around the

world. For
the

first
time

since
the

project
started in

2001,
there are more

autocracies
than de

mocracies
in the

world. Fifty-four
percent of the

world’s population lives in au

tocracies.
Hungary

has
become the European

Union’s first. NATO
now

has two

(Turkey and
Hungary). And

nowhere else
in the

world
has

democracy
been

falling

harder or
faster

than the United
States.

Anna
Lührmann,

the deputy director of

the V-Dem
Project,

called
the

Republican-led
descent

into autocracy “certainly

the most dramatic shift in an
established democracy.”120 Figure 14 shows how

far

and
fast

the
U.S.

has
fallen.

It adds to the body of
evidence that Republicans have

drifted toward authoritarianism, while
their economic

policies were always far
to

the right. Note that the data only goes up to 2018, and does not represent the

events of 2020 in the U.S.

Figure 14. V-Dem Project Data Shows Lack
of
GOP Commitment

to
Democracy

Sources: V-Dem Institute data.121

For all
the

Republican fear mongering
that Democrats

are radical socialists
or

communists,
the

V-Dem data finds
the

opposite.
In

its
report on democracy in

2020, V-Dem concluded, “Most
Democrats

also fall
to the

right
of the

median

party in democracies
in this millennium in

terms of the
role

of
religion in politics,

immigration,
and support of state

measures
to enhance the equal

participation
of

women in
the

labor market.”122
In other

words,
the

Democratic Party
in the

U.S.

is
significantly

more
conservative

than
most “liberal”

or
“center-left”

parties in

other democratic countries.

Lührmann’s analysis
of the

V-Dem
dataset

showed
the same phenomena ob
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served
by

Levitsky
and

Way:
when

democracies have fallen since
the

Cold War,

it hasn’t been because of a violent takeover; rather, “contemporary democra

cies tend to erode
gradually

and under legal
disguise.”123

Erosion of democratic

norms
using

legal
mechanisms

means
“multi-party regimes slowly

become
less

meaningful
in

practice
making

it
increasingly difficult

to
pinpoint

the end of de

mocracy.”125 However, it is possible
to

ascertain
in retrospect.

One political scien

tist, when asked if there is a litmus test for
democracy, replied, “Yes:

the
power

of elections to remove incumbents.
If

that’s
gone,

it’s
not

a democracy. It’s
just

not.”125

Another
tantalizing

piece of data
that points

to the
U.S. departure

from be

ing
a democratic republic

is its response to
COVID-19.

The
Economist

compared

deaths per
capita

during
epidemics between 1960

and
2020,

and
compensated

for

GDP per capita. It found
that non-democracies fared significantly

more poorly

than democracies.126
During the

COVID-19 pandemic,
the

U.S.
response

was cat

astrophically
poor

and resulted in
one of the

highest deaths
per capita

rates
in the

world,
despite

its immense overall wealth.

Nancy
Bermeo of

Oxford University describes
three modern

ways
of end

ing democracy:
promissory coups, executive aggrandizement, and manipulating

elections
strategically. Promissory

coups are where an
autocrat seizes power

and

promises to
hold

elections
“real soon.”

This
isn’t particularly applicable

to the

U.S.,
other

than
the use of

promises
of future

elections serving
as

a socio-polit

ical anesthetic.

Executive aggrandizement is
the

vast
expansion of

powers for
an

autocrat

using legal means and
aided

by the courts he put in
place

to do
just this.

Bermeo

describes
executive aggrandizement as:

“When elected executives weaken checks on executive power

one
by one, undertaking a

series of
institutional changes that

hamper the
power

of
opposition

forces to
challenge executive

preferences.
The

disassembling
of

institutions that might chal

lenge the
executive

is done
through

legal
channels... Existing

courts or
legislatures may also

be used,
in cases

where support

ers of the
executive gain majority

control of such
bodies.

In

deed, the defining feature of executive aggrandizement is that

institutional
change

is
either put to some

sort
of

vote
or

legally

decreed by
a

freely elected
official—meaning

that the
change

can be
framed

as
having

resulted
from a democratic mandate.”

Republicans
often

claim
that

elections, even
ones

that are
gerrymandered or
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non-representational
of the

populace (Senate) give
them

a legitimate right
to

take

the anti-democratic actions they do. There is little functional difference between

the
philosophies

of
“might makes right,”

“because
we can,” and “elections have

consequences
(even

if the
results are

due to
gerrymandering and

nonproportion

al representation).”
At the

same
time,

we saw
the

Trump Administration work

relentlessly
to

consolidate power within
the

executive
branch by

filling
the

courts,

legislatures, and government agencies with loyalists. Which brings
up

Bermeo’s

second modern
method

of destroying democracy, which sounds suspiciously like

both
Levitsky and Way’s competitive autocracy,

and
what we saw happening

during
the

2020
Election.

She describes “strategically manipulating elections,” as:

“…
a
range of actions

aimed at tilting
the

electoral playing field

in favor of incumbents.
These include

hampering media access,

using
government

funds for
incumbent campaigns, keeping

op

position candidates
off the

ballot,
hampering

voter registration,

packing electoral commissions, changing
electoral

rules
to

favor

incumbents,
and

harassing
opponents—but

all
done in

such a

way
that the elections

themselves
do not

appear fraudulent.”127

One of the
defining

characteristics of
competitive

autocracy
is its stability.

It

is
rare

for states to come
back

from autocracy or the brink
thereof: V-Dem

esti

mates
that

only
one-in-five democracies as

far
along

the path as the
U.S. remain

democracies.128
The other 80 percent

fall
into

autocracy, and there’s little
hope of

recovering via
means short of

violent revolution, which
rarely

succeed against a

militarized police
force

willing
to

kill its way
out of the

situation.

Concerted
public

outcry has
little effect

on these
regimes:

for
example,

pro

testers
in Belarus

opposed
the

government after a tainted
election for months

to little avail. Neither
does

voting.
One of the few

cases
of people

voting
their

way
out of the

situation appeared
to be

Indonesia.
The

people voted
the

an

ti-democratic
ruling

party and
parliament

out of
office in 2018,

but the autocratic

government was
promptly

re-installed
by the courts and the monarch in 2020.129

Similarly, Viktor Orbán’s Fidesz
party

was voted
out of

office in 2006, only
to

take power back
in

2010,
re-write

all
the

rules,
and

take permanent minority-rule

control by the
2012

and
2014 elections.

Figure
15

illustrates
the dynamic

between Republicans,
the

religious right,
the

Supreme Court, and the
wealthy.

This
diagram may

be
U.S. focused,

but the tem

plate works
just as

well when applied
to

Hungary, Poland, Russia, Turkey, Brazil,

and
any

of the other
competitive autocracies with fascist underpinnings.

The

ruling party, religious conservatives, oligarchs, and
the courts

establish a self-rein

forcing power feedback loop
that only

grows
stronger

over time.
In other

words,
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as time goes by it becomes harder to
sever

any one of the
links.

It
also illustrates

the dynamic
that Tim Snyder’s

concept of
sadopopulism

described, wherein
reli

gious conservatives
get

very little back
from the

oligarchs.

Figure 15. American Competitive Autocracy Feedback Loop

Once this loop
is established, it’s nearly impossible

to
stop. To

change the

court, you
have

to
win elections.

But to
win elections, you

need to
first remove

Republicans
and the

courts. To
reduce the

influence
of the

ultra-rich
in

politics,

you
must

affect the other three. The result is
a four-way “chicken-or-egg”

conun

drum that no one has solved to date without a violent revolution like the one seen

in Ukraine in 2014.

Peaceful
change from

within, like Gorbachev’s glasnost and perestroika, is highly

improbable for the foreseeable
future.

Any
Republican who

looks
like a “squish”

won’t make it through
the

primary elections.
The base

itself is self-selecting as

well, while Republican politicians are laser focused
on

targeting
their

message

to the
shrinking base

that decides their
fate.

This
creates a

cycle of
Republicans

trying to
squeeze electoral wins

out of
a smaller

and
smaller

group of
people,

resulting
in more

blatant
and autocratic means of

winning highly tilted elections.

Republicans have
become

increasingly reliant
on extremely

high levels
of

white evangelical
turnout to be

competitive in elections. According
to

a Washing
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ton
Post exit poll, 28

percent of
voters

in
2020 identified

as
white evangelical.130

This
was an increase from 26

percent
in 2016, despite

the percentage of white

evangelicals
in the general

population continuing
to

decline.
They are

nearing a

point where
it

is mathematically impossible
to

squeeze
any more

votes
out of

this

core
demographic.131

Once
a
party in

power
loses

confidence in
its

ability
to

win fair
and open con

testation
and starts

down
the

path
of

rule-breaking via
democratic

backsliding,
it

can be hard to turn
back, and

the
quantitative evidence

by
V-Dem

supports
this

observation.132 Unless privileged classes in society “can
muster

enough votes
to

stay in
the

game,
they

are likely
to desert the

electoral
process in

favor of an

tidemocratic conspiracy
and

destabilization.”133
In the

United
States they

have

clearly
done

so,
with the

Republican Party
as the

vehicle
for

their ambitions.

Social science tells
us

exactly
how

inflammable
this

mixture is.
The

Fragile

States Index shows the
U.S. becoming

one of the
most fractured

and
least

cohe

sive developed nations in
the

world.
It is

splintered along ethnic, class, racial,
and

religious lines, as well as escalating
in

brinkmanship
and

gridlock between ruling

elites. It is also highly fractionalized “between different
groups in

society—par-

ticularly divisions based
on

social
or

political characteristics—and their
role in

access to
services

or
resources

and inclusion
in

the
political process.”134

Peter Turchin
of the

University
of Connecticut has

developed
mathemati

cal models and indices to reflect internal stressors within countries that could

lead to revolution or civil war. The Political Stress Indicator (PSI) takes many

factors
into

consideration, including wage stagnation, national
debt,

competition

between elites, distrust
in

government, urbanization,
and the age structure of the

population.
They

believe
the PSI

captures
how

inequality escalates
into

instabili

ty.135
When they

applied this
to the

U.S. in 2010,
they

saw
that the country

was
in

for
a turbulent decade.136

When they
revisited it

in
2020,

they found that the PSI

for the
U.S. was higher

than it had been in
1860, right

before the
Civil War started.

Decades ago,
the Center for Army

Analysis
(CAA)

described
the

potential for

instability and violent conflict in
terms of an

“oily rag” analogy
in

their
theory

for

how these
events

go from
a single incident

to
national implosion:

“…
factors may serve as “oily rags” for a potentially

combusti

ble situation. The oilier
the

rags,
the more

likely a single spark

(i.e.,
riot, natural

disaster,
or

assassination)
could

produce an
ex

plosive situation. Conversely,
the better

performing a
country

is

with
respect to these

factors,
the

less oily
those

rags,
the more

likely
it
can marshal

the
will and capacity

to
withstand a series

of sparks or
shocks

to the system
imploding

under the
weight
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of the
event(s).” 137

The CAA
never

expected their theories on
failed states, revolution,

and
civil

war
to apply

here. Yet, heading
into the

2020
election, the

U.S. had gasoline-soaked

rags everywhere. Racism. COVID-19.
LGBTQ

rights. Women’s rights. Police vi

olence.
Worsening wealth inequality.

Anti-democratic
disenfranchisement

of mi

norities
who

fought
for

decades against just that. A highly
unpopular

autocrat

elected by
a minority

of
voters, urging

his
armed followers

into the
streets. A

mis-handled
pandemic

that had
killed

hundreds of
thousands

of people
and

left

even
more

unemployed.
It turned out

however
that the

flash
point came not from

the
left,

but from the
radicalized, reality deficient

members of the
autocrat's

cult

of
personality who believed

the
lies and

propaganda. They read
between

the
lines,

and attempted to
deliver

the country to
their leader in a coup.

These weren’t so
much

oily rags
as they

were a warehouse
full of

sticks
of

old,
sweaty

dynamite
left

precariously on
tall shelves

in an
earthquake

zone. The

January
6th

insurrection showed how
close

we were
to

an uncontrolled, high
or

der detonation.
Many

of
these

factors
are

not only
still there,

but
will almost

certainly
get

worse over time. Racism, violence
by

unaccountable police forces,

voter suppression,
income

inequality, erosion
of

civil rights,
non-democratic rep

resentation of the
public all remain

huge
issues that

are mostly
growing worse.

At the
same time,

the
right wing will continue

to
radicalize

under the
influence

of
right-wing media, conspiracy theories,

and GOP
politicians stoking

their
fears

and
egging

them on. The courts
will keep adding explosives, even

after
Trump is

out of
office. Worse,

the
U.S.

system of
government makes it nearly impossible

to implement
solutions

to
any

of these
lingering problems.
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Eleven

The (Nearly)
Inevitable Plunge

“A republic, if
you can

keep it.”

Benjamin Franklin,
when

asked what
sort of

government we have

Whenin Joseph Biden won
the

2020 presidential election, people celebrated

the
streets,

not
just

in the
U.S.,

but all
over

the
world. Fireworks went

off in the
United Kingdom

and
church bells

rang
in France.1

The
widespread

celebration
assumed that

the
U.S. was turning away

from
authoritarianism

and

returning
to democracy and

normalcy. However, analysis
of the

2020 Election

and the
conditions that

led to the
Trump administration reveal

that none of the

risk factors have
gone

away. Indeed,
most of them

will
only get

worse over
the

next four years.

There is
every reason

to
believe that

the
2020

election only
represents a

tem

porary
reprieve from competitive autocracy

and
capitulation

to
a fascist move

ment.
It’s like

the
pilot

of
a stricken aircraft who instinctively pulls

the nose of

the
aircraft level,

before ultimately losing the
fight with physics,

whereupon the

aircraft stalls
and

plummets
to the

earth.

The 2020 Election

“Your
bravery

and quick thinking have
turned

a potential Chernobyl into a mere

Three-Mile Island. Bravo!”

C. Montgomery Burns

By any standard
measure

the
2020 Trump campaign was a debacle.

It
blew

through a billion dollars
and ran out of money to

advertise
in

key
states

down
the

stretch.2 Campaign
manager

Brad Parscale
got

demoted
and

was
then arrested

for

domestic violence.3
The arrest

was
caught on

tape: a
crying,

shirtless,
and

suicidal
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Parscale, armed
and

inebriated, was tackled
and

stuffed into
the

back
of

a police

cruiser.
He

was suspected
of

skimming heavily
from the

campaign
to fund

his

purchases
of

multi-million-dollar homes, boats, and
sports

cars.4

Thus, it was
no

wonder that campaign messaging was a shambolic mess. Trump

described Biden in
ridiculously apocalyptic

terms
usually reserved

for
describing

the actions of
newly installed communist dictators.

According to
Trump,

Biden

would abolish
the

suburbs, guns, religion,
the

police,
ICE, cash

bail, and even

Christmas.5 This fear-mongering about
the suburbs

was a tactical
recognition that

more
highly

educated and
diverse

suburbs had
swung against Republicans during

the
2018

mid-term
elections,

and
Biden appeared

to hold
a lead in

them
again.6

The
GOP never had a platform outside

of
“do whatever Trump wants,”

and

Trump never articulated
any

sort
of

plan
for

a
second term other than

“keep

doing
what we’re doing.”7 Trump

refused to agree to honor the
results

of the

election.8 He
also repeatedly claimed (without justification)

that the
2020 election

would
be

riddled with
fraud

by
undocumented

immigrants
and

mail-in ballots.9

Nor
would

he
commit

to
a
smooth

transition
of

power.10

COVID-19 loomed over
the election as one of the

most
important

issues for

Democrats
and

Independents,
and the

Trump
White House

continued
to

make a

dog’s
dinner of the

situation.11 While states were
trying to

make it easier
for peo

ple to
vote

absentee or
by mail

during the
pandemic,

the
Post

Master Louis
DeJoy

was working
to

destroy
the

organization
he

was responsible
for in order to help

the President’s election odds. Hundreds of mail sorting machines were scrapped

right
before the

election.12
During the election, the USPS

lost track
of hundreds

of
thousands

of
ballots.13

When
a
federal court ordered

a sweep
of locations for

the
missing ballots, DeJoy’s lawyers

refused to
comply.14

Throughout
the summer, the

White
House continued to

downplay COVID-19.

This came back
to

bite
them. The

Rose
Garden ceremony

honoring Supreme

Court
nominee Amy

Coney Barrett turned
into a super-spreader event at which

most
of the

guests
did not

wear masks
or

attempt
to

socially distance.15
The Pres

ident, first lady,
former New

Jersey Governor
Chris

Christie,
former top

Trump

aide Kellyanne Conway, Republican Senators
Thom

Tillis
of North

Carolina
and

Mike
Lee of Utah,

University
of Notre Dame

President John Jenkins, and two

White
House journalists

(among
others)

became
infected with

the
virus.

After

ward, the White House refused to contact trace those in attendance.16

Trump did exactly
as he

promised
to do in the

aftermath of the election. He

filed lawsuits, claimed election fraud,
and

had his conservative media mouthpiec

es
call

for
state legislatures

to
overturn

the
election

and
send Trump-supporting

slates
of

electors. Republican legislatures
in the

key swing states
of

Michigan, Wis
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consin, and Pennsylvania did their part
by

refusing
to

allow mail-in
and

absentee

ballots
to be counted

before
the

day
of the

election, resulting
in

a drawn-out

counting process that produced a “red mirage” and a “blue shift.”17 In-person

votes
on the

day
of the

election leaned towards Trump,
but

Biden slowly caught

up
as blue leaning absentee votes were

counted
in

the
days that followed. Trump

and his election team had wanted this
in the

first place;
they

seized
upon

it
to

claim

fraud
by

Democrats.18

Legally,
their

claims were laughable: Judges consistently
threw out

their claims

or
remained highly dubious given

the utter
lack

of
evidence.19 However,

the chaos

was entirely
expected and

intentional: Even
before the

election,
both Democrats

and
Republicans believed

the election
was likely

to be rigged.20
This tactic served

as
a “doomsday device,” designed

to
de-legitimize Biden’s administration from

the start should he
win,

and
allowing Republicans like Mitch

McConnell to ob

struct the new administration.

The
primary

focus of GOP attempts to throw
ballots

out
was directed

at
areas

with
large numbers of

Black people,
such

as
Detroit,

Philadelphia, and Atlanta.

The
success

of the GOP
hinged

on the centuries-old
playbook

of
disenfranchis

ing
Blacks,

just as the Democrats
did

in the South
in

the
1870’s.21

As time
went

by

and the lawsuits failed, Trump shifted
focus to

cajoling Republicans in gerryman

dered
swing

states to either
elect a different slate

of
electors,

or to
fail

to
certify

the
election in

order to throw the
decision

to the
U.S.

House of
Representatives,

where
Trump would presumably win based

on the arcane
voting

rules
there.22

Still,
as the

weeks went
by

after
the

election and
no

evidence
of fraud emerged,

the
campaign refused

to
concede.23 Trump kept furiously tweeting about

how he

would win, and remain President. However, as Latin American authoritarianism

expert
Federico Finchelstein

noted, when
a leader refuses

to
leave office, it’s still

a
soft

coup. Even
if it

was a stupid
and

clumsy attempt,
this

was still
an

attempt

to tear down the democratic
process.24

Most of the GOP center
tacitly accepted

the
soft

coup
attempt with its messaging

of “count
every

legal
vote,” implying

that
there

was
fraud,

and
many of the

ballots cast for
Biden

were
cast

illegally.25

Others, such as Florida Governor Ron DeSantis, went even further, support

ing
Trump’s

efforts to get
legislators

to
overturn

the
election.26

Lindsey Graham

pressured Georgia
Secretary of State Brad

Raffensperger
(a

fellow Republican)

to throw out all the ballots in counties where there was a higher than average

mismatch rate.
When

Raffensperger refused,
he and his

wife were inundated with

death threats.27

The
Republican National

Committee
wholeheartedly embraced

the
baseless

Trump narrative
of fraud,

tweeting “we will
not be

intimidated... we
are

going
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to
clean

this mess up
now. President Trump won by a landslide. We are going

to prove it. And we are going to reclaim the United States of America for the

people who
vote

for
freedom.”28

Only
“squish” Senators like

Mitt
Romney, Lisa

Murkowski
and Susan

Collins
accepted the results and

congratulated Biden.29

They
did

so long after most
world leaders had already

done the same,
including

America’s
closest

allies in NATO.30
The

only world leaders
who

pointedly
refused

to congratulate Biden after the election were dictators and autocrats such as Vlad

imir
Putin, Kim

Jong
Un,

Jair Bolsonaro (Brazil),
and

far-right Prime Minister

Janez Jansa (Slovenia).31

This illustrated
that

even
if the coup

was laughably
bad, much of the

GOP

would let
it
happen

if
it benefited

them. When the coup
attempt

turned
violent,

and nearly succeeded
in

decapitating
the

legislative
branch of the

government,

Republicans still accepted
no

responsibility.
Mere hours

after insurrectionists, act

ing on
Trump’s

order to march on the
U.S. Capitol, almost

succeeded
in kidnap

ping
and killing

the
Vice President and

members of
Congress, nearly two-thirds

of House
Republicans voted

to
overturn

the election on the
basis

of
nothing

other
than a naked desire

for
power.32

A smaller number would resist a full turn towards autocracy.
The

rest, like Ron

DeSantis, would
pursue it

aggressively. Republican legislators in
four

key swing

states rebuffed these attempts
at a “harder” coup.33 Perhaps

they
realized

that it

was going
to be

a
tough

sell
in the

courts.34 Or, just
as

likely,
they

realized a naked

attempt to
steal

the election
would touch off violence after an otherwise (until

January 6th) peaceful and obviously
fraud free election.

The 2020 election showed that the GOP was
more

than willing
to

tacitly
en

dorse lies
and conspiracy theories to

appease Trump
and their

base.35
When 18

states
and 126 Republican

members of the House sued to
overturn

the
election

results in Michigan, Georgia, Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania,
it
showed

that GOP

leadership
in

most
red

states,
and

64%
of GOP

representatives, would happily

disenfranchise most
of the country

for
their

own benefit,
and

install
an autocracy

made
possible by judges

they had
picked.36

Regardless, this
exposed the

GOP’s opportunistic approach
to

authoritarian

ism:
they

aren’t willing
to

force
the

issue,
but

they’re willing
to help

it along when

the
opportunity arises. This

is not
unlike

the
relationship between

the
conservative

but
traditional German National People’s Party (DNVP)

and the
Nazis (NSDAP)

in
the

Weimar Republic;
the

DNVP wasn’t willing
to

seize power itself,
but

it

intentionally paved
the

way
for

NSDAP and
the

autocracy it was clearly bringing.

Yet,
despite the

blundering,
the

235,000 COVID-19 deaths by
election

day
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2020,
the

lying,
and the

lack
of

vision
other

than continuing
to

give over
half the

country the
middle finger, Trump’s campaign

nearly
won.37

If not for extremely

narrow
margins

in
Wisconsin, Arizona,

and
Georgia, he would have had a second

term. He
remained

extremely
popular with

the
base, resulting

in turnout not
seen

in
a century. Republicans

emerged
with almost all

the other big
prizes.

The GOP

made big gains in the House, and
Republicans almost retained a Senate majority,

hanging
on to seats

that appeared
to be lost

in Maine
and North

Carolina.
They

gained in state
legislatures, ensuring

that the
2021 redistricting will overwhelming

ly
favor Republicans, resulting

in
another

decade of
single

party rule
(regardless

of who people
vote

for)
in 40%

of
U.S. states.38 Republicans won almost every

election
where redistricting was

at
stake.39 It’s also highly likely that

the GOP
will

re-take the House and Senate in 2022.40

Republicans have almost everything
they need to

complete their
next auto

cratic attempt. At the end of the
2020 Election, all

of the
factors

that led to the

Trump
Presidency

were still
in

place: a deadlocked
Senate

unwilling
to

thwart
cor

ruption
and autocratic

attempts, a conspiracy-obsessed base that relies on white

evangelicals, weakened democratic guardrails, destroyed institutional norms, right

wing media
feeding

misinformation
to

a credulous
audience, and

a
court

now

tilted
sharply to the

right after
the

confirmation
of

Associate Justice
Amy Coney

Barrett.
Even

as
a
few

key Republican leaders
abandoned

Trump
to

his
electoral

defeat, they
had

emerged from
his

Presidency
with a blueprint

for
success.

Next

time, they would be far more likely to succeed, with even less effort. The GOP

has the
ideology,

road
map,

and
infrastructure

they need to
finish

an
authoritarian

attempt. The
2020 Election was a narrow

rejection of
Trump,

but not
Trumpism.

The
conclusion was

clear; in order to
win

permanent control of the
U.S.,

they

won’t
need to change

anything.

The GOP Can’t
(and

Won’t)
Change

“If we are to have another contest in the near future of our national existence, I

predict that the dividing
line

will not be Mason and
Dixon’s

but between patriotism

and intelligence on the one side, and superstition,
ambition

and ignorance on the

other.”

Ulysses S. Grant.

After the
2020 Election

the nation
was in

terrible shape.
Institutions

had been

degraded, COVID cases were soaring, unemployment was high,
and the

U.S. Cap

itol was filled with 26,000 National Guard troops after a failed coup
attempt by

Trump loyalists.41
Most of the

time, when a
party loses

a presidential election,
it

causes them to
reflect and potentially change course

in order to
alter

the outcome

of the next
election. A

normal
party’s leadership would take

the
loss

in
2020
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and,
coupled with

four
years

of
Trump-induced chaos,

engage in
self-examina

tion
with resolve

to
change. Realistically, however, Republicans will

only double

down
on the

strategies
and rhetoric of the

Trump era, along
with no

apologetics

for what happened.

For Republicans,
the

answer
is to change

nothing.
Despite

Trump’s
incompe

tence, odious personality, intellectual shortcomings, lack
of

impulse control,
and

general
unsuitability

for the
job,

he nearly
won.

He
outperformed

the
polls, as

did Congressional Republicans.
The election results

showed many voters picking

Republicans
in
House and Senate races, while voting against Trump.42 Given

the

popularity
of most of

Trump’s positions with Republicans,
this

was a vindication

of
Trumpism.43

Trump
ran

campaigns in
both

2016
and

2020
that

were never meant
to

make

the
Republican

tent
bigger.44 His

acts
as President were never

intended to
wid

en the
base.

Instead, they
were, as Lindsey

Graham
said,

meant to
win with old

angry white guys. In order to make GOP power durable with this strategy, an

ti-democratic
actions

became
a standing

requirement.
Irish

writer
Fintan O’Toole

observed from across the Atlantic, “The Electoral College, the massive imbal

ance
in representation in

the
Senate,

the
ability

to
gerrymander congressional

districts, voter suppression,
and the

politicization
of the Supreme

Court—these

methods for
imposing

on the
majority

the
will

of the
minority have always

been

available. Trump transformed
them from

tactical
tools to permanent,

strategic

necessities.”45

It
is likely that

if not for the
COVID pandemic, Trump would have easily

cruised to
a victory. Back

in
February,

before the impact of the
pandemic sank

in,
betting markets believed

the
President was well

on his
way

to
a
second term

in an election they
believed would look much like 2016.46

In other
words, if

not

for
a virus

ex
machina, Trump would

probably
have cruised

to
an additional four,

or more, years in office.47

Because
of

regional polarization,
the Electoral

College,
and

“wasted votes,”

the
Presidential election

ended up
looking a

lot
closer

than it
really was.48

In
1988,

Bush won
the

election
by

7.8 points
and

received 426 Electoral College votes.
In

1996,
incumbent

President Bill Clinton won
the

national vote
by

8.5 points
and

received 379 Electoral College votes.
In

2008, Senator Barack Obama won by
8.5

points
and

received 365 Electoral College votes. Biden won
the

national vote
by

almost 4.5 percent but received only 306.

In 2020 the Electoral College
conferred

a 3.5
percentage-point

advantage
to

Republicans.
This meant that the tipping point state in the election

(Wisconsin)

242



American Fascism

was
3.5

points
more

Republican than
the

national vote.
This

was a historic level

of
bias towards

the
GOP,

unseen
since Truman defeated Dewey

in
1948.

There

every indication
is

that
it

will continue
to

grow
in

2024
as northern states

with

large white populations tilt further right, with
the tipping

point
state

potential

ly
being

as much
as 4.5

percent to 5% further to the
right than

the
nation as a

whole.49

GOP strategists believe
that

few,
if

any,
changes are needed for

a
GOP

can

didate with
the

same basic views and messages as Trump
to

win
the next time

around.50
Simply flip a couple

of
swing

states that
aren’t in

the
middle

of
a pan

demic,
and

they’re back
in the

White House. This isn’t
to

say Trump
is their

guy next time
around,

but
that his bellicose brand

of
anti-immigrant nationalism,

mixed with a steady
stream of

Orwellian lies,
is

effective
in getting out the

votes

they need to
win. Given

how
Republican

Senate
candidates

outperformed
Trump

in
2020,

the
implication

is
clear: even if

they don't replace
Trump

on the
ticket,

they’re still likely
to

win.51

Even if
that

analysis
of

voter sentiment was incorrect,
GOP

hardliners
and

party
leaders couldn’t change

if they
wanted to. Donald Trump is like Franken

stein’s
Monster: The

Republican
party created it by

cultivating a base
that

is
ut

terly divorced from reality,
and

eventually, it broke
free

and
ran

amok.52
The

Re

publican
National

Convention had
no

way
of

steering
their

base
or

reining it
in.

Outlets like Fox
News,

OAN, Newsmax, and Breitbart have a business
model of

outrage-driven agitprop designed
to

continually stir
up

fear,
outrage, and

distrust

of
establishment Republicans.53

Any
Republican perceived

as
betraying Trump

was likely
to be ridden out on

a
rail, which helped explain why the wide major

ity of
Republicans

in the House went along
with

the farcical claim that fraud

determined the outcome of the 2020 Presidential election.54

Worse, candidates
who embraced the

QAnon
conspiracy theory earned

their

first two
seats in

Congress.55 Republican
leadership

was
slowly learning that

tolerating these theories
was

good for their bottom
line. QAnon

and other con

spiracy theories
give

believers
a
sense of purpose and are

a
powerful draw to

the
polls.

At the same time, any
Republican politician

who spoke out
against

the

nonsense
was likely

to lose in the
primaries.56 Even

though
QAnon

appeared to

be imploding after the election, there was
every

reason to
believe

that the GOP

faithful
would simply move

on to another conspiracy theory that
was

just as

crazy, dangerous, and anti-democratic.

Moderate
Republicans

are
abandoning

the
party. Gallup polling found that

the

GOP is hemorrhaging people who identify as
Republican,

increasing to
a
his

torically high
gap of 11

points.57
What is left

are
the true

believers who
support
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Trump,
and

everything
he stands

for,
no matter

what. Ultimately, these
are the

people
who will decide

the
direction

of the
party. This base

is
overwhelmingly

rural,
white, and evangelical

(or
hardline Catholic),

and
becoming

more
so.

They

categorically reject
that

racism
is

a real problem.
They

don’t want a pluralistic

society.
They

want
to

draw a hard line
on undocumented

immigrants brought

to the
U.S. as children. They’re hold-outs

who
still want a win in

the culture
war

over same-sex weddings
and

“Happy Holidays” greetings.
They are

terrified
of

an America
that looks

less
like

them and
furious at

the
people

they
blame

for it.

Right-wing
media and the GOP

will continue
to

exploit these fears, grievances,

and sense of victimization.

Conversely,
if you try to map out

a way
to

make
the GOP more moderate by

taking it back
to what it

was only
10

- 20 years ago, it rapidly
becomes apparent

that
there

is
no

plausible
path. It

doesn’t
matter

if
the

RNC wants
to

make
the

party bigger; the current base
will continue

to
vote for people who absolutely

do

not. Former RNC Chairs Michael Steele and Reince Priebus both realized this

after
they tried to

make
the tent

bigger,
and

were exiled
to the

political equiva

lent of Siberia for their
transgression.58

George
W.

Bush ran as the
conservative

alternative
to

McCain
in

2000,
and

now
he and

his entire family are
considered

much too liberal.59

The
2020 Republican Party platform was

identical to the
ultra-conservative

2016 platform, complete with
constitutional amendments banning

gay marriage,

criminalizing
abortion and

supporting “conversion therapy”
for LGBTQ

youth.60

There is no coming
groundswell

of moderates to
take

the
party back; Trump’s

support
was consistently

in the high 80’s and low 90’s with self-identified Re

publicans.61
The

2024 nominee will
almost

assuredly reflect
the

desires
of the

Trumpist base.

There’s
no

serious discussion
that the

GOP might embrace moderate gover

nors like Larry Hogan (R-MD) or Charlie Baker
(R-MA) to represent the party in

2024.
The most often mentioned

names for 2024 are Mike Pence, Ted Cruz,
Am

bassador Nikki Haley,
Senator

Josh Hawley (R-MO) and
Senator

Tom Cotton.62

Haley, while sometimes pragmatic, has
been

a staunch defender
of

Trump
and

called him “truthful.”
Cotton and

Hawley, however,
represent

a smarter,
more

dis

ciplined extension
of

Trump’s
brand of

politics,
described as

“Trumpism without

Trump.”63

Another
name

that
has

been
bandied about is Tucker Carlson,

arguably the

most popular Trumpism cheerleader
at

Fox
News.

He disliked Trump’s lack
of

discipline
but

loved
the

race baiting
and culture

warrior policies
of the

Adminis

tration.64 Steve Schmidt, one of the founding members of the Lincoln Project for
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anti-Trump Republicans, specifically called
out

why Carlson
should be considered

the
leader. “Look, we have

almost 48 percent of this country
that’s voted

for
a

statist, authoritarian movement with fascistic markers that’s hostile to American

democracy,
to the rule of

law—that venerates an individual, that’s a
cult of per

sonality. I think
that

Tucker
Carlson

is
the

frontrunner for
the

Republican
nom

ination in 2024.”65

Hawley,
Cotton

and Carlson all
are

what
the

Republican
base

wants:
white

evangelical culture warriors
who use

racial
dog

whistles and grievances
to exploit

“us
vs.

them”
right-wing populism while

promoting further
degradation

of dem

ocratic norms.
Let us not

forget,
Sen. Cotton penned

a
New

York Times
op-ed

urging Trump
to

declare martial law
during the

Black Lives Matter
protests of

2020.66 Cotton’s vision
for America

nearly came
true under

Trump when
the

president considered invoking
the

Insurrection Act.67 We saw Federal agents

in military camouflage
roaming the streets of

America, scooping
up protesters

into unmarked vehicles without
charge or due

process,
and beating up

unresist

ing
protesters.68 Hawley, in particular,

supported the
Trumpists

who stormed the

Capitol
with

the
intent

of decapitating (perhaps
literally)

the
U.S. government.69

Despite this, Hawley,
Cotton and

Carlson
are

all likely
to be the future of the

GOP.
They

will
be

following
the

same
path

towards democratic decline,
but

with

more
capable,

competent, and
terrifying leadership

at the focal point of the next

autocratic
attempt.

The
only reason

the courts
didn’t save Trump was because his

case was
so bad. There

was
no

evidence
of

systemic fraud.
If the election

had

been
closer, we might

not
have

been so
lucky.

This is
why it might appear

that
in

stitutions saved us.
But

that
is only true in the short run; after the next four

years,

in the
long

run, they
may prove

to be our doom.

Betrayed by Our Institutions

“The Mice once called
a

meeting to decide on
a

plan to free themselves of their

enemy,
the Cat. At least they wished to

find
some way of knowing when she was

coming, so they might have time to run away. Indeed, something had to be done, for

they lived in such constant fear of her claws that they hardly dared stir from their

dens by night or day.

Many plans
were

discussed, but
none of them was

thought
good enough.

At last a
very

young
Mouse got up and said:

“I have
a plan

that seems
very simple,

but
I
know

it will
be

successful.
All we have

to do is to
hang a

bell
about

the
Cat’s

neck. When we hear the bell
ringing,

we will

know immediately that
our

enemy
is

coming.”
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All the Mice were
much surprised that

they
had

not thought of such
a
plan before.

But
in the

midst
of the

rejoicing
over

their good fortune,
an old Mouse arose and

said:

“I will
say

that the
plan

of the
young

Mouse is
very

good.
But

let me
ask one question:

Who will bell the Cat?”

Moral: It is one thing to say that
something

should be
done,

but

quite a different matter to do it.”

Aesop’s Fables for Children

Much like
the mice

in
this

ancient fable
who knew that they

needed
to

have

warning
when the

cat was around, plenty
of

academics, scholars,
and

even a few

politicians have identified
the

structural problems underlying
the

causes
of dem

ocratic decline in
the

U.S. Rather than a feline murder machine,
the problems here

have
to do

with racism, undemocratic processes,
predetermined election

results,

single party
control

at
the state

and
federal

levels, stacked courts, wealth inequal

ity, a right-wing media monoculture
ungrounded

in reality,
and

a fundamentalist

political base with a fascist belief
system.

Like
the

mice,
the same

scholars identifying
the problems

have
come up

with

several potential solutions,
none of

which
is remotely

feasible.
In

most cases,

the root causes of the problems
are intentional features,

not
unintentional bugs.

Rather than assess
the plethora of proposed

solutions
based on

effectiveness,

it is more useful to ask
a

series of
questions

to
rule

out whether or not poten

tial solutions could actually
happen. If

a law, executive order,
or

constitutional

amendment
addressing

one of the
issues

is
submitted,

one
should ask:

1.
Does

Republican leadership
support the

solution?

2.
If not, do Democrats control the trifecta of the

House,
Sen

ate,
and

Presidency?

3. If you do have all three, will you have to overcome a filibuster

for laws
to

pass?

4.
Does

it
require

a super-majority
of state

legislatures
to sup

port
it?

5. Will
the

6-3
Supreme court

overturn
it?
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Figure 16. Why
Proposed

Solutions Fail

For
the necessary

changes
to

happen, potential
solutions must run

a
harrow

ing
gauntlet. Figure

15
(above/below) illustrates

the near
impossible

path any

proposed solutions would have to follow. This process is baked into the Constitu

tion,
and making necessary change possible requires altering

the
system itself. Re

publicans will never
agree to

this, given
how heavily the system is stacked in their

favor.
From their

perspective, why
change the rules when

they’re
doing so

well?

Republicans, who control two-thirds of state legislatures and the Senate, will

never
do

anything
to reduce

their
own

power in legislative bodies.
This

imbalance

in state
legislatures

rules out any
solutions that

require
constitutional amend

ments.
The

GOP will never
do anything to reduce

wealth inequality
by

slowing

the
flow

of money to corporations and the
wealthy.

They
will never make laws

or
policies

that
make voting easier; instead, their own self-interest dictates that, as

demographic shifts make
it
harder

and harder for them to
win

the popular
vote,

they must limit votes and
gerrymander

districts
to

guarantee a
permanent

Repub

lican majority
in order to succeed.
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Thus,
constitutional

amendments
are not

realistic.
Nor is

federal legislation

that cuts into the power of the
GOP,

cultural
conservatives,

or the
wealthy.

They are
all non-starters

as long
as

Democrats do not control the trifecta of

House, Senate, and Executive Branch. Making
this

even
more

unlikely is
that con

trolling the trifecta is becoming harder and harder for Democrats. Not because

their ideas are unpopular,
but because of

non-proportional representation.
As

described
elsewhere,

the Senate is
disproportionate at a level unseen

in any other

democratic
society.

After
successive D+2.5, D+8, and D+4.5 elections,

Demo

crats
held

the
same

number of
seats as Republicans in 2021, while representing

20 million
more

people.

Even
the

Presidency
is becoming

increasingly
out of

reach
to

Democrats
due

to the
Electoral College, despite

Democrats
winning

the popular
vote

in
seven

out of the
last eight election cycles.

The
tipping

point state in the
2020 Presiden

tial
election

was five points
more

rightward
leaning than the

national average,

higher
than any time

in U.S. history. Redistricting
in

2021 means that
it

will likely

be
closer

to
6
or

7
points in

2024.70 Thus,
the

Electoral College
map

is growing

increasingly stacked against Democrats, even
as

demographics move away from

the GOP.

If Democrats do
beat

the odds
and

control the
trifecta,

as they did at the
start

of the
Biden Administration, they’re unlikely

to
overcome

the
filibuster.

Achiev

inga
filibuster-proof

majority forDemocrats
would

require
winning nationally

by

15
or more points

several cycles in a row. Perversely, Democrats like
Biden and

Sanders
have

been
unwilling

to
commit

to
ending

the
filibuster, which might even

be
wise; given how stacked

the electoral map
is against Democrats,

they are
going

to be the
minority

party
in

the Senate most of the time, despite
their candidates

receiving far
more

votes.

The
wealthy and corporations will almost always act in

their
own self-interest,

as
well.

They
will always

push for
lower taxes

on
themselves.

They
will always

push for
laws

that hold
down wages and take power away

from
workers.

They are

more
than

happy to promote the
narrative

that
wealth is a sign

of
virtuousness,

and that
raising taxes means stealing from

the
worthy. Electing Republicans

and

conservative
judges

is
good for

their
bottom

line.

The Christian Right has made the
Republican

party their
home.

They
believe

that electing
Republicans

is part of
a

religious holy war against the forces of

darkness:
feminists,

Black
Lives Matter, immigrants,

LGBTQ people, Planned

Parenthood,
“cultural

Marxists,” etc.
In order to

achieve
their

goals,
they

have

to
vote Republican

in large
numbers.

They
would never

support any sort of

action that diminishes the
value

of their
vote.

They
have

made
a
host of things
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“religious,”
from guns to the top marginal tax rate. They occupy the top tier of

American social strata and will never endanger it.

Executive orders suffer numerous deficiencies as a remedy. First, they can only

change policy,
not

law.
Nor

can
they

overrule
the

courts, move federal dollars

around in significant amounts, or contradict the law. They are temporary
reme

dies
scoped by the

boundaries
of

Presidential power and vulnerable
to the next

administration’s whims.
They can

also
be

overturned
by the

courts.
As such, they

lack
the

power
to

address
the

over-arching
problems

causing
democratic

decline.

Which brings
us to the

courts.
The

six conservatives
on the Supreme Court

were
put there

specifically by Republicans
to

favor businesses, uphold laws and

policies
that

tilt elections
in

favor
of

Republicans,
ban

abortion, gut civil rights

laws, create a “religious right
to

discriminate,” and uphold government
handouts

to
churches. Assuming

for one
moment that a conservative

Supreme Court
will

help with
the

problems facing this
country

(wealth inequality, influence
of money

on
politics, diminished civil rights

for
everyone

but the
Christian Right,

and
rigged

elections, etc.) is simply foolish.
These

Justices were
recommended by the

Federal

ist Society specifically because
they

already knew
how

each
of these

justices would

vote
on these

issues a priori. It’s like betting against a pair
of

heavily weighted dice.

As
witnessed

in the case of
Fulton v. City

of
Philadelphia,

the Supreme Court

seemed content to
take

the
U.S. backwards 70

years to separate but equal,
where

it
wasn’t really discrimination

to refuse
service

to LGBTQ
people if

some oth

er
business was available. It’s

much
like saying

that
Woolworth’s lunch

counter

doesn’t really
harm

black people by
refusing to

serve
them

if there’s somewhere

else in
the

city
that

will sell
them food.

Again,
to Adam

Serwer’s point: We
are

heading
back

to the
1890’s, with

justice
in—and

only
in—the abstract.

Nor
can

Democrats
alter

the
composition

of the court
without controlling

the

White House and the Senate. The only solution to make the court less anti-dem

ocratic
is to expand it, and

that can only happen if Democrats have
the

resolve
to

do so, which appears
extremely

unlikely.
Nor

will the
courts become more demo

cratic
over time. Given

that the Senate is
in near-permanent Republican control,

very few Democratic judicial nominees will ever make it through, even when the

President is a Democrat.
When

a Republican is president
there

will almost always

be
a
torrent of

ideologues flowing
into the

courts,
who

will only make
American

democratic decline worse.

The
solutions offered

to
counter

the
slide into competitive authoritarianism fall

into four broad categories: changes
to

congressional procedures, making elections

more
democratic, reducing economic inequality, and taking money

out of
politics
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Each of these has reasons why they will
never likely

happen,
would have

minimal effect, or potentially
make

things
even worse

by accelerating the slide

into autocratic
oblivion.

Senate
Republicans have

no
intention

of making rules

less friendly to
themselves.

The GOP will
never

support renewing the
Voting

Rights Act or the
For

the
People

Act to expand
voting rights,

limit partisan ger

rymandering, strengthen ethics
rules,

and limit the
influence

of
private

donor

money
in politics. Republicans

at the state
level

hold most state legislatures and

would never vote
to make Senate representation more proportional. They will

never
support enfranchising Puerto

Rico
or

Washington, D.C.
as

states.
They

will never support raising taxes on the
wealthy

or
eliminating

corporate loop

holes.
They will

never
support efforts to limit carbon

emissions
or

fight
climate

change. They
will never

support legislation guaranteeing
rights

for
women

or

LGBTQ
people.

The result of these is a one-way
ratchet for

American democracy.
The

system

is now
built such

that
we are much

more
likely

to become
less democratic over

time, not more
so. Sometimes

the
anti-democratic movement

can
slow down

or

stop,
such

as
under

a
Biden

Administration.
Democrats

will pull
back

in
the di

rection
of

democracy,
but the system

will
not

move
in

that
direction

without
de

stroying the mechanisms (i.e. constitutional governance) themselves. Conversely,

when
pulled in

the
opposite direction towards autocracy,

the
system moves with

little resistance.

The
question is, what

can be done to
avoid

the end of
American democracy?

The good
news is that

are
a few things we can do

to
avoid

the
worst cases here.

The
bad news is that this path

is so
narrow that

the odds of
pulling it off are al

most nil.

Figure 17. One-Way Ratchet
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What Can Be Done

“I’ve
been screaming,

‘We
need to become

a
big-tent party!’ for some time. But

I

think they misunderstood me and thought
I
meant

‘carnival
tent.’ Something that

used to be called the Grand Old Party
now stands for

‘Grandpa’s
on Peyote.’”

Denver Riggleman,
former

Republican
State

Representative
in

Virginia

The
American system

of
politics

and
government may

be
stacked towards

democratic
decline,

and
there’s likely very little about

it
we

can do
directly. How

ever,
the

Biden Administration has two
primary

tools
in

its limited arsenal
to

dissuade
future

autocratic
attempts:

passing laws
that

strengthen democracy,
and

prosecuting
members of the

Trump Administration
for

crimes while
in

office.

The Biden Administration, and control of the Senate on Vice-President Kamala

Harris tiebreaker vote, provide an opportunity for Democrats
to
move legislation

to

the
floor.

Some of the
legislation

passed
by

the House during the
116th Congress

would take key
steps

toward preserving democracy and de-radicalizing
the

Republican Party.

The
For

the
People

Act (HR
1) would

expand
voter registration

and
voting

access, limit removing voters from voter rolls, and provide
for states to

estab

lish
independent,

nonpartisan redistricting commissions, among
other

provisions

supporting improved election security.71
The

John Lewis Voting Rights Advance

ment Act (HR 4)
restores

the
provisions

of the
original Voting Rights

Act of

1965, and helps
ensure future

conservative
courts

will
not

strike
it
down (as

John Roberts’
court did to the

original VRA).72
The

Protecting
Our Democracy

Act (HR
8363)

is
aimed at preventing

some the
abuses

of the
Trump Adminis

tration
from happening

again
by

limiting pardons, defining emoluments, prevent

ing the
President

from
directing funds

by
fiat, protecting

the
independence

of

government watchdogs,
and

strengthening
other

fundamental guardrails
against

kleptocracy, corruption, and autocracy.73
The Election Security Act of

2019
(H.R.

2660) would provide additional
funds and legal

support
for ensuring

that elec

tions
are

not tampered
with, either

by
foreign

or
domestic agencies.74

These bills, taken together, would address
some of the

worst aspects
of dem

ocratic decline in
the

U.S., particularly gerrymandering
and

voter suppression

aimed
at

minorities.
They

would
force

Republicans
to

move toward
the center

in order to
win elections, rather

than
catering

to
a
base

that
demands theocratic

autocracy. Republicans would
be in

a
better

position
to

ignore people
that

had

grown
too

radicalized and
delusional to

allow for
competent

governance.
These

bills could
be

at least a
partial

solution
to nearly

everything
described

in this book.
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And, as General
Yeager

once
said

to
me, “if a

frog
had wings,

he
wouldn’t

bump his butt when he
hopped.”

Unless Senator Chuck Schumer
(D-NY)

pulls
off

some parliamentary magic

and
ties

these
bills

to budgetary
measures (allowing

them to pass
with a simple

majority
through

reconciliation), they’re
going to

require a filibuster-proof major

ity. Alternately,
the

Senate will have
to

strike
down the

filibuster, which is highly

unlikely. Conservative
Senators

like Joe
Manchin (D-WV),

Krysten
Sinema (D

AZ), and
Jon Tester

(D-MT)
has already indicated

they
won’t support ending it.75

Alternately, Democrats could
try to

rally
support

from
ten

Republicans
on

these

bills. That
seems

highly unlikely
to happen,

given that
these

bills would strip
the

GOP of most of the institutional advantages allowing them to win elections with

a shrinking minority
of the

population. Thus,
any

Biden Administration efforts

to
fix

the
worst

problems
facing American Democracy appear doomed

to
failure.

The structural bias of the Senate ensures that Democratic senators will never be

able
to

muster
the

necessary 60 votes
to

address gerrymandering
and

voter sup

pression,
and

in
those

few instances where they have a small majority,
they are

afraid to do the things necessary to prevent further, inevitable democratic decline.

This
leaves aggressive legal action as

the
only credible

deterrent to further

attempts at
insurrection and autocracy. Prosecution

of
Trump,

his
family, and

as

sorted cronies would be a credible deterrent to further autocratic attempts, given

how much
Trump

seems to fear
it.

Late
Friday

night on
June 19, 2020, Trump

and Attorney General
William

Barr
signaled that this was

their
worst-case scenar

io by
attempting

to
sack

the
man responsible for investigating Trump, his family

and the
Trump Organization.76 First,

Barr announced
that Manhattan U.S. Attor

ney Geoffrey Berman had
resigned.

Then,
Berman

announced he
wasn’t resign

ing,
and that only the

President
could

fire him.77 Trump declared
that he

wasn’t

involved, leaving
Barr

holding
the

bag.78 While
former

Bush
speechwriter

David

Frum
wryly noted that this

display
of

incompetence was “like
the

Saturday Night

Massacre, only
nobody

checked
whether the

intended murder weapons were
in

fact loaded,” the intent
was far

more
worrying.79

Fortunately, Trump
and

Barr’s hand-picked
(read:

loyal and inexperienced)

replacement would
not be

confirmed
by the

Senate.80
This

particular guardrail
of

democracy held, if just barely. If Berman was in a red state, his replacement would

likely have been confirmed by
the

Senate due
to the

arcane “blue slip” tradition,

which is not an actual law.81

The
message was clear, however:

The
Trump Administration was

absolutely

terrified
of being prosecuted after

leaving office,
to the point of

attempting
to
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commit
a second Saturday Night Massacre. Between

the
Mueller Report,

the
im

peachment, and
evading

the
release

of
tax

returns
(which

turned out to be pretty

dodgy
anyway

when
released

by The New
York Times),

there
is ample evidence to

suggest
criminal activity has taken place.82 Eight Trump associates have already

been found
guilty

of
crimes,

and
29

foreign
entities

indicted as
a result

of the

Mueller investigation.83 Former Trump
White House National

Security Advisor

John Bolton’s
book

claims
that

Trump also solicited help
from China in

his 2020

re-election campaign.84

The
question remains whether we should prioritize pursuing

criminal
investi

gations. Such a priority might
seem

hypocritical
at

first glance;
it does not seem

to
fit with Biden’s calls

for
national unity.

Chants of, “Lock her
up,” about Hillary

Clinton were a staple at Trump rallies,
and he has been

obsessed with having
her

prosecuted.85
These

calls were widely derided
by both the

left,
and moderate

Re

publicans,
as

disturbing.86 Prosecuting
and

jailing previous administrations,
and

political opponents,
is the

sort
of

thing
one expects of

autocratic regimes
and

corrupt
developing-world governments.

Given Trump’s
habit of projecting

his
own

insecurities
onto

others, however,

it
provides

further
evidence that

prosecution
after leaving office

is his
greatest

fear.87 Additionally,
the

analogy between Clinton and Nixon falls apart quickly.

Clinton was investigated thoroughly twice by
the FBI,

which declined
to

press

charges.88
The

White
House pushed

hard
to

have
her

investigated again,
but

a

2018
internal

review
by the

Department
of

Justice
found that

any irregularities

in the
investigation were insufficient

to reopen the
case.89 Trump, however, has

continued to call for
prosecution

of
Clinton

and pushed Barr to
indict

Presi

dent Obama
and Vice President Biden, too.90 This

attempted
abuse

of
Presidential

power was
nothing new to the

Trump Administration;
indeed, the

impeachment

revolved around attempting
to

leverage a
manufactured

foreign investigation
into

Biden
for political advantage in

the
2020 election.

What is
forgotten,

because
it
happened

before many
Americans today were

born,
is

that
presiding administrations have prosecuted

members of the
previous

administration
for

attempting
to

destroy democratic norms. Prosecution
is

also

the correct
response

to autocratic
attempts

and
coups.

The
Obama Administra

tion
was remarkably

corruption-free by modern
standards.91 The Nixon Admin

istration, however, was
corrupt, and is

a
far more

apt analogy.
It is easy to forget

that
69

government officials were charged as
part of

Watergate
and 48

were
con

victed. It is also worth noting that Nixon’s Attorney General Richard Kleindienst

and former Attorney
General John

Mitchell both
did time

in
jail

for their
roles

in Watergate.
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While Gerald Ford
pardoned

Nixon
in the name of

“healing,” it was a
deeply

unpopular
move, and Ford lost

the
1976

Election to Jimmy Carter in great
part

due to this decision.
Indeed, Carter ran on the tag

line, “I will never lie
to

you,”

along with
the promise of

a
transparent, ethical

administration.92 America wanted

previous administrations
to be

held accountable, because
they

instinctively real

ized
that

unaccountable, imperial presidencies
breed corruption

that
is

inherently

corrosive
to the

Republic.
The

situation for American
democracy

today is
far

more dire
than it was

under
Nixon.

In
1974,

the
guardrails

of democracy
held

firm. Senate Republicans were
going to

vote
to

convict Nixon,
and

it was
Barry

Goldwater, along with Republicans John Rhodes and
Hugh Scott,

who delivered

the news.93

In
2020,

the
guardrails

of democracy
were almost completely

down.
Trump

has
repeatedly

done far
worse than Nixon’s “third

rate
burglary” by soliciting aid

from
foreign powers,

including
adversaries like Russia

and reportedly
China, as

well
as

Ukraine.
He

also incited
an

insurrection that
nearly

overthrew
the

govern

ment.
His Administration has

repeatedly attempted to
obstruct justice

by
pushing

law enforcement agencies
to drop

investigations
of his

people,
attempting to

replace
the people

responsible
for

such investigations with cronies,
and

pushing

the legal concept of
a unitary executive

branch that is
immune

from
oversight

or

investigation, even by Congress.94 Yet,
Senate

Republicans have
made

it clear
they

will never hold a Republican administration accountable regardless
of the crime

or evidence.

This
doesn’t even begin

to
cover

the
appearances

of corruption and
conflicts

of
interest.

The Saudi
Arabian government

rented huge
blocks

of the
Trump

Hotel in
Washington, D.C.

in what appears to be an attempt to curry
favor

with the
Administration.95 Ivanka Trump was

granted numerous
trademarks

in

China, just
days

before
Trump reversed U.S. sanctions

on the Chinese
telecom

comny ZTE.96 The
Administration has also

put
a staggering

number of
lobbyists

in the
federal government, many

of whom
are

now in
positions

to grant
favors

to

industries
and

companies
for

which
they recently

lobbied.97
One

public citizen’s

group
has

documented more
than 3,400 conflicts

of
interest.98

The
appearances

of
rampant, uninvestigated

corruption
have

led
observers

to question
whether

the Constitution can handle an Administration so dedicated to tearing down the

systems meant to
prevent it.99

Short
answer: no.

Which
is

why, if evidence warrants
it, thorough

criminal investigations
of the

Trump Administration
are

necessary
to the

survival
of the

U.S.
as

a
democracy

in 2021 and beyond.
For democratic governments

to
function,

they
require

le

gitimacy
and the trust of the

public. The Trump Administration has eroded that
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trust, and
the George

Floyd
protests

were a
symptom of the

lack
of

trust
that the

government will actually move against entrenched conservative interests, such as

the
police,

no
matter

how
egregious their actions are.

The
same applies

to both

attempts to
convict Trump

during
impeachment.

The
appearance

of unfettered

corruption, conflicts
of

interest,
and complete

immunity
from legal consequenc

es degrade the
institutions

necessary to
a functioning society.

The
Trump Administration and Republican Party have systematically

torn

down checks
and

balances.
At the same time, they are

immunizing themselves

from
prosecution by packing

the
judicial

system
and attempting

to create
a
uni

tary
executive branch via rulings

by these
courts.

Democratic norms in the
Senate

have fallen completely
under the

leadership
of Mitch

McConnell.
Other norms

and
guardrails are following, and when

they do
it is nearly impossible

to restore

them. If the Trump Administration is
let off the hook

it essentially guarantees

that future administrations will feel free to further break the system leading to

accelerated democratic decline and corruption.

open to

Ensuring that administrations
are not

exempt
from the

rule
of

law, including

the president, should not be
a partisan issue.

When
you leave

the door

kleptocracy and
the

autocratic impulses
of

a supremely powerful executive
branch,

we can end up with a Hugo Chavez instead of a Vladimir Putin or Viktor Or

bán.
However, in

the United
States, we

are
far

more prone to
right-wing authori

tarianism than left-wing overreach, as studies have shown that cultural conserva

tives
are

much
more

likely
to

hold autocratic beliefs here.100

Historically,
there

is grave
danger in

letting
off people who

attempt a
coup

off too easily. The failure of the Union to hold Confederates accountable for

the
Civil War

and
slavery led

directly to the
failure

of
Reconstruction,

Jim
Crow,

and
mass lynching.

When
Hitler’s

Beer
Hall Putcsh failed in 1923,

he spent
his

9
months

in prison writing Mein Kampf,
and

developing a plan
to

take Germany

through political means. Conversely,
the Nuremberg

Trials
and

Denazification

are
hailed as some

of the
reasons why

modern Germany
has

become one of the

west’s staunchest
opponents of

right-wing populism and a
defender of democ

racy
in general.101

Thus, the danger
of

Trump winning re-election,
or

someone worse than him, is

real. The primary reason why Trump’s Administration was
not been more

effective

at
destroying all checks and balances was

the sheer
incompetence

of the
adminis

tration itself.102
The next

authoritarian-leaning administration will
do so

far
more

quickly and effectively.
That

is,
as long

as they’re
certain that there

isn’t an 8’ x
8’

room
waiting for

them
if

they get caught, where they’ll
have

to
fight

other former

Trump officials for the bottom bunk.
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Other
countries watching

the United States
can clearly see what’s happening.

If
Trump’s Administration escapes scrutiny,

and
it
becomes

apparent
that the

Biden Administration is just
the eye of the

hurricane
before another

corrupt
re

gime takes over again, who will want
to

work with us?
The

U.S.
has

already
lost

the trust of the
world. Without taking criminal investigative measures

to ensure

this doesn’t
happen

again, it will
be

even
more

difficult
to

begin winning
it

back.103

Thus,
the success of

Biden’s foreign policy
attempts to

repair U.S. standing in
the

world will
be

contingent
on

rooting
out

and prosecuting
the

illegal
acts of the

previous administration.

Letting members
of the

Trump Administration whohave committed real
crimes

walk will
not heal the

country.
The

U.S.
let the

Confederacy walk
and

is still paying

for it.
Investigations should

not be done out of
animus,

but to
ensure that

the

law
is

applied equally
and

fairly.
The

U.S.
cannot

allow
control of the

executive

branch
to become an

infinite pile
of “get out of

jail
free”

cards.
If

Biden
does not

use the
legal

system as
it was intended,

the
U.S. will

be
right back at this

moment

in
a
few

years. A
Democratic

administration has a
duty to the

Republic
to

take
the

measures
necessary

to
avoid this.

What Comes Next

“This is the most important thing to understand about the postmortem Republi

can
Party.

The logic is not that
a
permanently minority party may move toward

authoritarianism but that it must.”

Fintan O’Toole

With Biden winning
the

presidency, and only 50 seats in the Senate, there are a

number
of

“most-likely” projections
on

what
the

first
term of the

Biden Adminis

tration will look like, along with where
the

GOP, media, and
courts

will
go

as well.

Biden Administration

The Biden
Administration will likely look like a repeat

of
Obama’s

second

term:
gridlock, with a

Senate
dedicated

to
preventing movement

of any
agenda

or
legislation,

no
matter

how
popular it

is
with

the
public. This is especially

true

if Democrats lose control of either the House or the Senate in 2022. As a result,

Biden
will attempt

to run the country
via executive

order, as both
Trump

and

Obama
did,

but for
different reasons.104 Republicans will take many

of these

executive
orders to court,

and it’s likely
they

will shoot
some of them

down.
Ad

ditionally, Mitch
McConnell

will stonewall almost all
of

Biden’s judicial
nominees

throughout his
term,

in
the hopes of

continuing
to

fill
the court

with
the

backlog

in
2025

under
a
new

Republican administration.
On the

way
out,

Trump stacked
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long-term
Pentagon

and
DOD positions105 with completely unqualified

but
loyal

appointees
who made it

a
point to

“start
too

many national
security

fires for

Biden to put out”
such

that the new
administration would

be
flailing

from
day

one.106

At the
same time, Trump’s accusations

of
a fraudulent election have

become

part of the GOP tribal
epistemology,

much the
way birtherism

did
during

Obama’s presidency.107 Polling
data

shows
that

Trump,
the

GOP,
and

conserva

tive
media

very effectively killed off Republican voters’ faith
in the democratic

process in
2020.108

The result is another
president who

is seen as
illegitimate

by

the
Republican base, which

GOP
leaders will use as justification

to oppose
any

and all actions by the Biden Administration, regardless
of

their
merits or popu

larity with
the

public
as

a whole.

The
pandemic will subside

by
late 2021 as vaccines become widely available, and

Biden will get some credit. However, the suffering will be immense. Biden said in

remarks after
the

inauguration that
he

expected
the

death toll to rise above 500,000

Americans before this is over. Without control
of the

White House, Republicans

will suddenly rediscover fiscal
restraint,

and
try to

prevent
the sorts of

stimulus

bills necessary
to

keep
Americans

afloat
through

another long, awful, lethal year.

Biden’s inability
to

move legislation due
to

conservative Democratic qualms

about ending
the

filibuster,
and the

history
of the

President’s
party

losing mid

terms, means Democrats are likely
to

lose
the House

and Senate in 2022,
thereby

ending any Biden legislative agenda. There’s a belief that Biden, who will be 81

in 2024, will not run for a second term. Vice President Kamala Harris will be the

presumptive Democratic nominee. This isn’t necessarily a
good

thing:
She

polled

worse versus
both

Trump
and

Pence than Biden did during
the

2020 election

cycle.109 Republicans will
be

going all
out to stop her: By

2028
the

President (who

ever they
are)

will have likely replaced Justices
Breyer

and Thomas, and
perhaps

one more.

Trump

“That was some weird shit”

George
W. Bush,

on
Trump’s Inauguration address

Predicting exactly what the notoriously erratic Trump will do, and what will hap

pen to
him, is difficult. Assuming

he
does

not
end

up
in prison quickly,

or
abscond

to
a
country

without an extradition treaty, Trump will
be

Trump. He’s going
to

look

to
continue doing rallies and appearing

on
conservative media

to
spread conspiracy

theories and
pound

away
on the

notion that
the

2020 election was rigged
or

stolen.

257



Brynn Tannehill

His
financial

future
looks

grim. The
COVID-19 pandemic

has
caused

deep

economic pain
throughout his

real
estate

empire, which is
centered on the hos

pitality industry.110 Simultaneously, creditors appear
to be preparing to

call in
the

hundreds
of

millions
of

dollars in
debt

Trump owes
them.

Trump has
about

a

billion dollars
in

debt.111 Deutsche
Bank

wants
to cut

ties with him and may
try to

collect
on the

$340 million
USD

Trump owes
them. If

he’s unable
or

unwilling

to
pay,

they
will attempt

to
seize his assets.112 There’s also multiple

reports that

charges are waiting
for

him
in the Southern District of New York, and in the

State of New York, the moment he leaves office.113

There has
been

talk,
including

by Trump himself,
that he

may
try to create

a

new
network called Trump TV.114 This

seems
unlikely

to
succeed. Trump’s

history

of
business failures revolving

around
selling a mediocre

product at
a high

mark

up because his
name is

on it dates
back decades,

from
Trump Airlines

to
Trump

University.
Second, the

market
for

reality-challenged ultra-right-wing networks

is
already filled by bargain-bin Fox

News
knock-offs

such as
OAN and Newsmax.

Given
how many bridges

Trump
has burned,

and that behind
the scenes

Republicans and
members of the media

recognize
how unhinged he

is, Trump

might follow a
trajectory

similar
to

Sarah Palin: an embarrassing flame-out
that

most establishment figures would like
to forget the

existence
of as

quickly as

possible.115 However,
that seems

unlikely.
The

cult-like
support for him from the

white evangelical GOP base means that
he is more

likely
to

remain relevant
and

have
the

potential
to

veto any
new

direction
from the

party.
The

exceptionally

high
turn out by both

Democrats and Republicans in
the

2020 Election didn’t

just indicate how disliked Trump was by the left, but also how effective he was at

getting out the GOP
base.

He has
indicated

he is interested
in

running
again in 2024.116

It
would prove

to be
hugely disruptive

for the
Republican Party, even

if
it

tries to
move

on from

him.117
As long as

Trump
is

expressing interest
in running

again, it
freezes the

Republican field.118
He

would
be the

presumptive favorite in
the

primaries,
and

Republicans would
be

unlikely
to run

against him.119
The

Trump family
intends to

exert influence over
the

Republican Party
for

years
to

come, and many “Trumpy”

politicians,
such as

Senators Tom
Cotton

and Josh Hawley, will likely wait
to see

what he does before
deciding

whether or not to run
in 2024 themselves. Regard

less,
the

GOP
looks to

remain
the party of

Trump
for the

foreseeable future,

until he
is
no

longer capable
of

calling
the

shots.

Regardless, it
seems

unlikely
he

will
go

quietly
into the

sunset.
He

craves
the

attention, and
his sense

of showmanship means he
will continue

to steer the

public spotlight
onto

himself
in

whatever ways
he can.

All
the

polling data shows
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that
the

vast majority
of

Republican voters want Trump
to

remain
the head of

the
Party, and

the face of
their movement.

Trumpism

“You know, the very powerful and the very stupid have one thing in common: they

don’t
alter their views to

fit
the facts; they alter the facts to

fit
their views.”

Doctor Who

While Trump may
be out of

office, Trumpism will remain.
It
was a dominant

part of the
American political scene, as was

the
Tea Party before Trump

ran for

President,
and

will likely only grow
stronger

over time. Trumpism is
the purest

distillation of the id of the GOP base that is still fighting the Civil War, not to

mention Roe
v. Wade and Obergefell.

Trump’s defeat left behind an enthusiastic, reality-challenged base
that be

lieved the election had been stolen. Their values, rooted in racism and Christian

nationalism,
are

unlikely
to

ever
change.

This is especially
true in an

environment

where there
is a smorgasbord

of media and social
network options built

specif

ically
to

cater
to

their fears, hunches,
and penchant for

buying
into

conspiracies

hook,
line, and sinker. For

instance,
almost seven

in ten white
evangelicals

be

lieved
that the Capitol

insurrection was actually a false flag
operation

by
BLM

and
Antifa

to
frame Trump supporters. Seventy

percent
also believe

that BLM
is

a
greater threat to the

U.S. than
the coup that

nearly succeeded.120

The
fascist

aspects of
it will remain as well.

The
polarization between

rural

and
urban continues

to
grow,

feeding the
narrative

of “us
vs. them.”121

They
still

pine for
a single leader.

The shift of
minority

men
towards Trump was a fright

ening
display

of
how effective

he
was

at
leveraging gender

norms and
sexual

anxiety.122
He

also
used

claims
that Biden

was a “socialist”
or

“communist sym

pathizer”
to

score cheap
points

with immigrants whose
countries of

origin
had

despotic left-wing populist leaders.123

Regardless
of what

happens
to

Trump and
his

family,
he is

leaving
behind

a large, energized, radicalized, fascist movement
ungrounded by

reality
that

is

filled with true believers. There is no reason to believe this will dissipate.
It
may

shift and change,
as the

Moral Majority
became the

Christian Coalition
became

the Tea Party became Trumpism,
but the

same
people

with
the

same,
or

worse,

beliefs will remain. Much
more

likely is
that the next

aspiring authoritarian will

simply pick
them up

like a $100 bill
forgotten on

a sidewalk…or
an AR-15 left

on
a playground.
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The Media

“If
we

do not have
the

capacity
to

distinguish what’s
true from

what’s false,
then by

definition
the

marketplace
of

ideas doesn’t work. And
by

definition our democracy

doesn’t work.”

Barack Obama

The
final gasps

of the
Trump Administration

after the
election were all

rooted

in
creating the

narrative that
the

election was
rigged, and

widespread voter
fraud

was prevalent. Never mind
the

contradiction
that somehow Democrats

were
able

to
rig

the
presidential election,

but lost
seats

in the House and
only

took the Sen

ate
because

of Vice
President Harris’ tiebreaker vote

and the narrow
wins in

the

Georgia special elections.
The

“firehose
of

falsehood”
method of propaganda

doesn’t
need to be

consistent.
It

simply needs
to

create doubt. Which
is exactly

what it
achieved

here:
70%

of
Republicans

came
away

from
2020

with the
belief

that the election was neither free nor fair.124

Fox
News

attempted
to

keep a toe-hold
on

reality when their elections desk

first called Arizona for Biden, then the election five days later.125
They began

cutting off press conferences
filled with lies and innuendo.126 Some Fox hosts

began
pushing back

on the
unreality being

created
by

the White House
and

its

surrogates.127
The White

House was furious,
and there

were signs
that the

Trump

faithful had begun to turn on the network.128 After the election, it became clear

that
the

network
had

paid a heavy price
in ratings for

even
the most feeble

at

tempts at
reality,

and
quickly moved

to
provide

less
factual

content, and more

galaxy-brain editorial content.129

This may signal a
new

paradigm, and resultant shift, in both commercial and

social right-wing media.
Many

die-hard Trump voters were
enraged

at this
seem

ing
betrayal

by the
network

they
trusted.130

If
Fox

News
viewership begins

to col

lapse
as

a
result of being told the truth,

Fox will eventually decide
that

lies
are far

more
profitable,

and
that

truths that do not
benefit Trump,

the
GOP,

or
its base

being told
by

any part of the
organization

are money
losers. It’s

not
hard

to
figure

out
what decision

they
will make.

There are
already marketplace alternatives

that are
less

grounded in
reality,

such as
OAN

and
Newsmax. People gravitate towards what

they
want

to
hear,

and

shy away
from what they do not. Karl

Rove, Steve
Bannon,

and
other

conserva

tive operatives have clearly stated their goal
of

creating
their own

reality
for their

base.
The

base,
for

their
part,

has clearly shown
that they

would rather
consume

falsehoods, agitprop, conspiracies, and
innuendo that

reinforce
their

world view

rather than
gain a clearer understanding

of
what

is
actually happening.

Conspiracy
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theories online are rapidly picked
up by unscrupulous

conservative
media

outlets,

which amplify
them,

uncritically
treat them

as fact, and
turn them

into
gospel

for

Republican politicians.

After
four years

of
Trump,

most
media outlets still haven’t figured

out
how

to
cover a fascist movement

and
an attempted

autocratic
breakthrough.

When

Trump’s lawyers
attempted to

prevent Pennsylvania
from seating electors

in
the

hopes of
throwing

the
Presidential decision

to the
House, it was

an
attempt

to

overturn a lawful
election

and
create

a
system

where Democrats would never

win
the White House

again. Most media refused
to

call
it an

attempted coup,
in

part
because

it
was

so
unlikely

to succeed. They
didn’t want

to sound extreme or

alarmist.

However, legally and logically
this

makes
no

sense.
If

someone were
to

stick

their finger in their jacket pocket,
pretend it

was a
gun,

walk
into

a
bank, and

demand
all

the
money,

it
is still an attempted bank

robbery
regardless

of
whether

the gun
was

real or the robbery doomed to
failure

from the start. They
individ

ual
would also still

be
going

to
jail. Regardless, right-wing media will

continue to

grow more unhinged
as it gives its

audience what it wants. Centrist media will

be
unlikely

to
call

the next
autocratic

attempt out
explicitly

for
what

it
is.

Nor

will
they be

willing
to

discuss
the

chilling
and dangerous

historical
roots of the

ideology driving
the

movement
that

backs
the next

aspiring autocrat.
There

will

be the
assumption that

the
U.S. has

rejected autocracy for good,
and

that the

next
Republican president cannot

be an autocrat or a fascist because he sounds

a little
more

like a politician. Or,
they

will simply
treat

Trump's
next run

as
the

new normal.

In
this regard,

the
mainstream media

has
learned nothing

from the
last

four

years.

The
Republican Party

“I cannot recognize the verdict of guilty. It was my misfortune to become
entangled

in these atrocities. But these
misdeeds

did not happen according to my wishes... At

that time obedience was demanded, just as in the future it will also be demanded of

the subordinate.”

Adolph Eichmann,
on

following
orders

at his war crimes trial in 1961

“What he said was always the same, expressed in the same words. The longer one

listened to him, the more obvious it became that his inability to speak was closely

connected with an inability to think, namely, to think from the standpoint of some

body else. No communication was possible with him, not because he lied but because
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he was surrounded by the most
reliable

of all safeguards against the words and the

presence of others, and hence
against

reality as such.”

Hannah
Arendt, on

Eichmann’s performance
at trial

The GOP became the party of
Trump

because
it’s

what the
base wanted.

Most

were unwilling
to

contradict Trump’s claims
of

massive voter
fraud and

a
rigged

election.131
They refused to

acknowledge
Biden

as
the

winner, even after
the elec

tion had been called by all the major news outlets, and congratulatory calls from

foreign allies like
the

U.K., France, and
Germany

rolled
in.

Trump,
for

his part,

was
furious

that
the party

didn’t
go

“all in”
on

stealing
the

election with
Electoral

College shenanigans
at the state

legislature level.132 Overall,
it sent

a message
that

while the GOP wouldn’t organizationally make blatant and
sudden

attempts
at

autocratic
breakthrough,

they
were

more than
willing

to
entertain

them.

A few GOP leaders like
Senator Marco

Rubio (R-FL) called
for

a
bigger tent

and
a
more

populist
economic

message after
the

2020 Election.133 The former is

not
particularly credible. Trump won in 2016

with just the
base,

and he
came very

close again in 2020. If not for narrow losses in Arizona, Georgia and Wisconsin,

Trump would have had a
second

consecutive
term. The real

lesson
of the

2020

Election for the GOP
is

that you can
win with

the
base as long

as
you broadcast

the more
fascist bits with a

dog
whistle,

rather than
a bullhorn.

The
GOP

goes into the
2020s

in exactly the
position authoritarians would

want to be in. The courts are stacked in their favor. Senate elections are stacked

heavily in
their

favor.
They control

about 40
percent of

state legislatures
per

manently
via gerrymandering.

They
have

near
permanent

control of the
Senate.

They
have a media battlespace

that
keeps

the base
fearful, angry, and energized.

The
Biden Administration

is
likely

to be nothing more
than

what the
military calls

an
“operational pause”

for
Republicans. This

means that
they’re

not
continuing

to
advance,

but they are
building forces, spares,

fuel, and
munitions for

the next

offensive. Right-wing parties
in Europe

have shown
that it

is
not just

possible,
but

relatively easy
to turn democracy

into autocracy through
completely legal means

on the second try.

Trump illustrated
that

such attempts in
the

U.S. can eventually
succeed,

given

time.
He

showed
that courts can be

filled with partisans and ideologues.
So can

government positions,
many of

which function as watchdogs
or

checks
against

corrupt
administrations.

Norms can be
broken,

and there
are

no real consequenc

es for
a
corrupt

administration that
breaks

laws and democracy itself. A lack
of

dedication
to

democracy and democratic processes
is an

advantage that
they

have

no
intention

of
surrendering. It’s also unlikely

that the next
autocrat will

be
near
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ly as
incompetent as Trump.

If he had
handled COVID-19

just
poorly (instead

of
disastrously),

he
likely would have won

the
2020 Election. Even a small

shift

towards
competence

will probably
be enough to

ensure the next one succeeds

where
Trump

did not.

It requires
almost

no
effort

for
Republicans

to
win

in the
long

run. They
just

need to
keep doing what they’re doing now.

The
courts, non-proportional

rep

resentation, voter suppression
and gerrymandering

will
do the

rest. Conversely,

for Democrats to
prevent this,

they
will have

to mount
a Herculean

effort that

requires
several miracles along

the
way

to
even have a chance

of
succeeding.

The

odds
eventually catch

up
with everyone.

In the
long

run, the
house always wins,

and the GOP
holds all

the
Trump cards.

They
will continue down

the
path carved

out by
Trump

and his
followers. Fifty-seven

percent of
Republicans and Repub

lican leading independents want
the GOP to

follow Trump’s
lead,

even after
the

assault
on the

Capitol.134 Nearly seven
in ten

Republicans believe Trump
is better

in
touch with

the GOP base than
Republicans

in
Congress.135

After
decades

of

telling themselves
that

power is worth
any

price,
and

that
they are on the

side
of

God,
Republicans cannot ignore

what their
base demands.

In the end,
Republican

leadership
will inevitably

turn their
brains off, just

fol

low orders, and hope that justice never finds them.

The Courts

“In the opinion of the court, the legislation and histories of the times, and the

language used in the Declaration of Independence,
show,

that neither the class

of persons who had been imported as slaves, nor their descendants, whether they

had become free or not, were then acknowledged as
a
part of the people, nor in

tended to be included in the general words used in that memorable instrument...

They had for more than
a
century before been regarded as beings of an inferior

order, and altogether unfit to associate with the white race, either in social or

political relations; and so far inferior, that they had no rights which the white

man was bound to respect; and that the negro might justly and lawfully be

reduced to slavery for his benefit.”

Chief Justice William B. Taney’s Opinion
in Dred Scott

v. Sanford

Only
days

after the
election, Associate Justice Samuel Alito delivered a scath

ing speech to the
Federalist Society.

It
was remarkable for

how
political it was,

and

that it clearly signaled
that he

was
ready to

rule
on

issues based
on

ideology
rather

than the facts of the case.136 His
tone

was
angry

and aggrieved, seeing religious

conservatives as
the clear

victims
of

women
and LGBTQ

people.
He

also railed

against government officials who attempted
to

limit
the

spread
of

COVID-19
by
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limiting assemblies
of

people, including that
of

churches. Four
other members

of the Court belong to the
Federalist Society as well: Kavanaugh, Coney-Barrett,

Gorsuch, and Thomas.

Looking forward,
it seems clear

that we are
headed to the end of Roe

v. Wade;

the court
appears poised

to
whittle

it
down

to
a right

that people
have in theory,

but not in
practice.

It
will

rule that most
gun laws

are
unconstitutional, ushering

in
a bizarre

era of open and concealed carry
permissiveness. A religious right

to

discriminate will make most civil rights laws a
moot point,

given
it
was religion

that was
behind the

discrimination
that spurred the

passage
of the

Civil Rights

Act and the Voting Rights Act.

Prisoners,
LGBTQ

people, women
and

racial minorities will all suffer as the

courts set much
higher

bars
for proving discrimination, even

when not
religiously

motivated,
that are

nearly impossible
to meet.

Efforts
to

disenfranchise voters

by
Republicans will

become
ever

more blatant.
Police will

be further
empowered

to use
violence and “hunches”

to
harass, intimidate

and
kill Black people.

State

laws that criminalize
protests and

allow
the

murder
of peaceful protesters are

likely
to be

upheld.137 Religious employers,
now

exempt from labor laws
under the

ministerial exception, will
grow more and more

blatant
in

their abuses. Corporate

interests will prosper, while employees will have fewer
and

fewer rights and
pro

tections in
practice.

By the time the next autocrat comes to
power, U.S. law

will
have

shifted

sufficiently
to

allow
passage of

laws
mirroring those in

Poland, Hungary, and

Russia.
The

U.S.
legal system is poised to grant

expansive
new

powers
to the ex

ecutive branch the next time a conservative holds the White House. Laws against

discussing LGBTQ
issues,

bans on health care for
trans

youth,
laws against

in

sulting religion,
bans on

recognizing
transgender

identities,
and

undermining

marriage equality
are

all
where this is

going. Unions will continue their decline as

the courts
empower

employers and
government

to bust them. Legal precedent

will
continue to

evolve
during

Biden’s
time as

president,
mostly in

directions
that

make
suppressing minorities easier and protecting democracy

harder.

By the time the next Republican assumes control of the White House, it will

be much
easier

to retain permanent control
as a

result of the
court’s rulings

on

voting rights. At the same time, much of the culture war may already have been

won
at the state

level via bills targeting women’s health,
LGBTQ

people, worker’s

rights,
and

voting.
The

GOP will
just

finish
the job at the

federal level with
the

court’s pre-approved case-law blessing. It’s also likely
that

conservative
Supreme

Court decisions will contribute to the implosion of the Union, just as the Dred

Scott decision made the Civil War inevitable.
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The End
of

America
Is
Coming

“It
is possible

to
commit no mistakes

and still lose.
That

is
not a weakness;

that is
life.”

Jean Luc Picard

In
2019,

at the
International Society

of
Political Psychology’s annual meeting

in
Lisbon,

esteemed
political psychologist Dr. Shawn Rosenberg made a shocking

statement to the
organization

during his
remarks: Democracy is devouring itself

and
is
doomed.

This
set off ripples through the room and the

academic commu

nity. But the facts that
he

observed were inescapable.

Right-wing populists
are

ascendant.
The

traditional influences
that had

kept

the “whackadoodles” in check have been either undermined as authority figures

or co-opted by the
right-wing populists themselves. This includes the courts, the

Republican Party, journalists, scientists,
and

government administrators. Rational

political
and

policy discourse
has become

impossible
under

a
deluge of

misinfor

mation and conspiracy theories
engulfing

the GOP
base

and the
American public

as
a whole.

Bereft of
direction

by experts and
reliable information,

people
mak

ing
political decisions

on
their own will inexorably

drift to the
simplistic solutions

offered by the
far-right world-wide: authoritarianism, xenophobia, homophobia,

and
racism. Right-wing populists

no
longer

see
intrinsic value

in
democracy,

only

in
winning

the
war.138 Rosenberg

concluded, “In
well-established democracies like

the United
States,

democratic
governance will continue its inexorable decline

and

will eventually fail.”139

Rosenberg’s analysis broadly confirms
the trajectory

seen
in this

book.
Some

day,
probably in

2024, maybe in 2028,
the

U.S. will
elect its next

aspiring autocrat

that
has

tapped
into the

Trumpist brand
of

fascism while
the

GOP provides cov

er for his
actions. Maybe Trump

comes
back. Maybe it’s

Cotton.
Maybe Hawley.

Maybe Carlson. Maybe
one of

Trump’s offspring. Maybe someone we don’t
see

coming.
But

GOP presidential candidates for
the foreseeable

future will
be cut

from the
same cloth as Trump

and
pander

to
his base.

It
doesn’t really

matter

who: The GOP has a blueprint
for

building
the

autocracy
they

want,
the

votes
to

start the
project,

the
judges

to uphold
voter suppression and disenfranchisement,

and the
anti-democratic

party
with which

to
finish it.

Whoever
comes

along will
be more

likely
to succeed,

even
as they

tear
de

mocracy
down in

broad
daylight. Right-wing media sources will ensure the base

is
100

percent on
board, while traditional media will

be
even

more
flummoxed

than
they

were
under

Trump, given
that this new

guy looks
and sounds not just

vaguely
sane, but

presidential in
some

conventional sense.
The

results will be the
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same as any
other

culturally conservative authoritarian government;
but

this
time

it
will

be
quieter,

more
organized,

and
less messy.

He
will

use the
ultra-conserva

tive judiciary he’s given,
the

compliant GOP-controlled Senate,
and his

attorney

general to capture the
remaining referees, quickly and

quietly
sideline anyone who

can impede
his progress, and

then
tilt

the
field so heavily

that
losing

becomes
a

virtual impossibility.

It’s likely
to happen

quickly after
another

Republican
comes to

power. Orbán

was
only out of

power for
four years

between 2006
and

2010. When he came

back into office
in

2010
it
only

took
two years

to
rig

the game so
thoroughly

that

the
Fidesz party

could
never lose again. Thus,

once the country
has

gone that
far,

there’s really
only

two likely paths.

The first is the road
taken

by most countries that fall into
competitive

au

thoritarianism: initial
protests,

followed by
a
slow descent into “boring and

stable” life where meaningless elections are still held, political
change

is impos

sible, and almost
everyone

accepts this is just the
way

it
is
and nothing really can

be done.140
The

Russian
maxim,

“Today
is an

average day; worse
than

yesterday,

but better than
tomorrow,”

captures this descent into hopeless
apathy. Or,

from

Georgian autocrat Eduard
Shevardnadze’s perspective

on what happens after

rigged or stolen elections: “They will make
a
fuss for

a
few

days,
and then they

will calm down and life will go on as usual.”141

Since the end of the Cold
War,

there
have

been only
a
handful of

nations
that

have
escaped

competitive autocracy, and
none of them are as far

down the road

as
we will

be. This represents an
event horizon

for American
democracy:

Once

we
get

that
deep into the

gravity well
of

autocracy, all
the energy and matter in

the universe isn’t enough
to escape.

The
alternative

is to stop trying to violate the metaphorical laws of phys

ics and start thinking sideways. Masha Gessen,
a
Russian expatriot, published

their rules for surviving autocracy immediately after the 2016 election.142 The

first
three can be summed up as:

“believe
the autocrat,

don’t
be taken in by

small signs of
normalcy,

and your institutions will not
save

you.”
We

have

failed at all three. Democrats were not willing to call
Trump

an autocrat or

his
movement

fascist, even when he and his cabal told us who they were and

what they intended to
do.

Democratic leadership still isn’t willing to call out

the GOP and the
Trumpist

base for what they really are. Like the proverbial

slowly boiled frog, Americans got used to the lying, graft, incompetence and

destruction of norms to the point where killing
over

235,000 Americans only

cost him
a
couple of points in the

polls.
Our institutions

were never
going
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to save us, and now they have been so
subverted

that they are more likely to

doom us, consigning us to perpetual single party rule instead.

Thus,
if

we reach a
point where

we
cannot hope to effect change at the

federal
level,

stop pouring money and effort into it.
A
Kabuki dance of perfor

mative democracy,
in

a
country that clearly

isn’t
one anymore,

actively serves

the interests of the autocrat and his party by providing
a
veneer of

legitimacy.

Much like the
laws

of
thermodynamics,

politics in
competitive

authoritarianism

are
governed

by three rules:

There is a game.

You can’t win.

You can’t break even.

The first three will be true for Democrats at the
federal level

in
a competitive

autocracy.
There is

an additional, informal
fourth rule: you

can’t
quit the

game.

But in
politics, unlike thermodynamics, you can effectively

quit the game when
it’s

been
rigged, and

the consequences of
continuing

to
play

(and
inevitably losing)

are
your people being brutalized and humiliated. The trick is to make state-level

Democratic politicians
and the

public
see

this clearly.

Going back
to the

black hole analogy, nothing can
escape one once

it
goes

past the
event horizon.

But,
over time, black holes

lose
mass as particles

near the

event horizon are ripped
apart. The

“positive” particles
are imbued

with
energy

to become
Hawking radiation, and

the
negative particles

end up on the
wrong

side
of the

horizon. Over
time,

black holes emitting
this

radiation
bleed off their

mass
in

the
form

of energy and
“evaporate.”

The
metaphorical lesson

here
is

that
the

only way
not to get

sucked
into the

black hole forever
is to tear

yourself

apart and
allow

the
negative

part to be
pulled

in.
Similarly,

the only
way

not to be

sucked down into an autocratic state from which
there is no escape

is
to

split
and

sacrifice
the

negative
parts to the pull

which
they helped

create.

Republicans
quit

playing
the democracy

game long ago.
It

works
to their ad

vantage
when

they’re playing Calvinball,
and Democrats are

still playing
by the

Marquess
of Queensberry

rules.
Democratic

governors and legislatures
need to

recognize
that they

have
the

power
to

pick
up their

ball
and go

home.

This
isn’t

to
say secession,

but there is
a
modern

history
of

autonomous zones

for
marginalized

groups
that

do not
recognize

the
legitimacy

of the
government

claiming sovereignty over
them.

Usually,
the

governments
are autocratic and

would
do

horrible things
to the

people
of

these regions
if they

were able. Exam

ples of
this

include the autonomous
Kurdish regions

in Iraq,
and

the
Republic
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of
Taiwan. Even Scotland

looks
like it is leaving

the
U.K. over

some of the same

issues separating red and blue states.143 Neither the Kurds nor Taiwanese formal

ly claim
to be

separate nations, in order
to

stave
off

invasion and civil war,
but at

the same
time,

the
governments

of Iraq
and

the
People’s Republic

of
China hold

no functional power there.

This may
be the only

way
for

places like California,
Oregon

and Washington

to
prevent

the
brutal crackdown

on protesters
and degradation

of
civil rights

that

would come with a fascist
autocrat

taking
permanent control or federal

attempts

to
override

state
sovereignty. We could

see red
states attempting

to
extradite

and

imprison
doctors who perform

abortions in blue states, leading
to another Dred

Scott-like decision
at the Supreme Court.

Trump
and the GOP

made
it

clear

that it was acceptable
for their

autocrat
to harm or

kill
people

living
in blue

states, unless
their

governors
bend the knee and

kiss
the

ring.144
They

also
made

it
clear

they
were willing

to go
along with violent insurrectionists attempting

to

overthrow
the

democratically
elected

government
of the

U.S.
An

autocratic
and

Machiavellian
White

House, and by extension
its federal

government,
has

little

interest
in stopping

paramilitary
groups

which
terrorize

Democratic politicians

who
don’t “respect”

the
leader.

In
a strange way,

the
U.S. has

been in almost exactly
this position before. As

Ronald
Brownstein pointed out

in
The

Atlantic:

“These same flammable ingredients were present
in the

1850s,

when
a rising majority

found it
impossible

to
impose

its agen

da because of
all

the
structural

obstacles
laid

down by the re

treating minority.
As the decade proceeded,

it
became more and

more
clear that

the
newly

formed
Republican Party, dedicated

to
barring

the
spread

of
slavery

to the
territories,

constituted

an emerging national majority. It was centered on the northern

states, which
by

1860 would represent
60 percent of

America’s

population,
including

70
percent of

its
white

population. In

their writings
and

speeches, southerners were acutely
conscious

of their
status

as
a
national

minority. Yet for decades
they suc

cessfully maneuvered
to

block
restrictions on

slavery
through

their powerful position
in the

Senate
and

their influence over

pro-slavery
Democratic

presidents. That allowed them not

only
to

suppress
most

legislative threats, but also to establish a

friendly majority
on the Supreme Court. In the 1857 Dred Scott

decision,
the Supreme Court,

with seven
of its nine justices

ap

pointed
by

earlier
pro-South

Democratic presidents, declared
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that
Congress

could
not

prohibit slavery in
the

territories. As the

Princeton
University historian Sean Wilentz

recently told me,

‘what Dred Scott
did,

in
effect, was

to
declare

the
platform

of

the
Republican Party unconstitutional.’”145

The
difference being that

the modern
Democratic position

is in many
ways

even worse
than the

position
of

Republicans
in the

1850’s.
The

gap between
rural

and urban
populations has widened, making representation even

more dispro

portional.
The Electoral

College math favored Republicans over Democrats
in

1860. Today,
the

Electoral College gives great advantage
to the party

representing

white Southerners. Republicans have
lost the

popular vote
in

7
out of the

last 8

elections,
yet

15
out of the

last
19 Supreme Court

justices have
been

appointed

by them.
Five

out of
six

of the
conservative

justices on the court
today were

appointed
by

Republicans
who

lost
the

popular vote
but ended up

winning
the

Electoral College.146
By

2030, 30%
of the

population will
control

70%
of

Senate

seats, most
of

which
are deep red. In

1860,
it
was

the
majority

of the country

that was gaining
the

political
upper hand:

today
it

is
the

shrinking minority
that

is

about to seize
permanent

power.

Thus,
there

are really
only

two
options on the

table
for the

U.S. if we fail
the

next
time around,

and
elections cease

to
matter. Either

there is
a separation

of

states from
a federal government which

they
have little in

common
with cultur

ally, religiously,
or

economically;
or

an acceptance
of

life in a Trumpist/GOP/

white evangelical autocratic
state

while continuing
to pretend

it’s a
democracy in

which change can
happen.

The
hard

part
will

be
making Democratic politicians

and the
public

understand

the options: do
we want

to be more
like Taiwan,

or do
we want

to be
like

the

competitive authoritarian
states of

Russia, Hungary, and Turkey?
Because once

the
authoritarian

has
broken

the
system

enough that
change

through elections

becomes
effectively impossible, that’s all

there
is.
One or the

other.
There

isn’t a

third
option. Once

you
pass the

democracy event horizon,
there is no

longer
an

electoral
or

legal way
to

prevent
the

latter—or recover from it.

Democrats,
LGBTQ

people, women, immigrants, Blacks and people
of

color,

and
everyone

else
who doesn’t want

to
live

in
a
corrupt,

fascist
autocracy need to

accept that the
U.S.

is
unlikely

to
survive a

second autocratic attempt. There
will

no longer be
a way

to
win “playing

by the
rules.”

They need to start
thinking, even

now,
about how to

quit an unwinnable game.
If
we

do not quit,
millions

of people

will needlessly
spend

their lives
in

fear, oppression,
and misery at the

hands
of

a

racist, homophobic, xenophobic, Christian nationalist, fascist minority. Whatever
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norms are
served by continuing

to
play

the game,
pretending that

the
U.S.

is
still

a
democracy at

that point is
not

worth
the

human cost.

Conclusion

“Ernest Hemingway once wrote, The
World

is
a fine

place, and worth
fighting

for.’”
I
agree with the

second part.”

William Somerset, Se7en

While
most

Americans wanted
to

take a
deep breath

and assume
that the

worst was behind
them

after Biden won
the White House, the

analyses
of

this

book do not support this
outlook.

Other
than

four years of
breathing space,

nothing fundamentally changed.
The

same
forces that put

Trump in place in 2016

have
only grown

stronger,
and the GOP

has
seen

clearly
that

embracing a fascist

movement, complete with conspiracies, was a very plausible
path to long-term

power.
The

math driving the institutional advantages of the GOP say these will

continue to
grow,

and the GOP
will shape

the
law

to
exploit these

to the
maxi

mum extent
practical

to ensure permanent
minoritarian rule.

Anti-democratic seizure
of

power
is the

only option
for the GOP to

remain

relevant,
and both their

base
and

their
donors are

well aware
of

this. Republican

leaders know
that they

must appease
the

thing
they created. As

Winston Churchill

observed
of

such people, “Each
one hopes that if he feeds the

crocodile
enough,

the
crocodile will

eat
him last. All

of them hope that the storm
will pass before

their
turn comes to be

devoured.”
The

Republican plan
to rule as

a
minority

via

anti-democratic
means is a strategic necessity

from their standpoint. The
Party

cannot continue to exist as it is constructed, and serve their base, without it.

Right-wing
media

monocultures aren’t going
anywhere.

Neither
is the

base,

who
are essentially

the same
people

who started the
last Civil War. Facebook

makes
money

hand over fist
catering to

right-wing
paranoia and

conspiracy
the

ories.
The

U.S. system
of

government prevents
Democrats from

taking steps
to

reverse
the

march towards competitive authoritarianism. Even when
Democrats

have
the opportunity to

prevent a
further

slide into autocracy,
they

refuse
to do

it,
insisting

on
playing

by rules
that

the GOP
clearly

no
longer

cares
about.

GOP

dominated legislatures
and courts

are laying
the

groundwork
for

a final
plunge

into
authoritarianism so

abrupt and
shocking

that
nothing can

be
done,

much
as

Orbán
destroyed Hungary’s institutions

less
than two

years after
Fidesz

returned

to power.

It’s a Republic,
if
we can keep it.

But the odds
are against

it
in

the long run,

and
it’s

probably
only a matter

of
time

before
we

succumb to the
inevitable.

The
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bills
to stop

gerrymandering and
restore

voting rights
represent the

event horizon

for democracy
in

the
United States.

If they
are

not
passed within

the next
few

years,
the

collective experiment will fail,
and

we will
be

left with
only

dissolution

or hopeless descent into
permanent American fascism.
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