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         post-truth adjective


         Relating to or denoting circumstances in which objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief.
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            CHAPTER ONE

            THE DAWN OF THE TRUMP ERA

         

         
            I never liked the idea of the euro from Day One. I don’t like it much better right now. I think it actually complicates things. You have so much Brussels bureaucracy and so many different aspects, like taxation. When the idea of the euro first emerged I was not in love with it, and I don’t think I have come any closer to falling in love with it.1

         

         Donald Trump is talking down the euro. A moment later he will be talking down Angela Merkel, and then Barack Obama, and then Hillary Clinton. Then he will be talking up Brexit and Vladimir Putin. And then he will put in a plug for his newly refurbished golf course in Scotland. He’s just that sort of guy.

         Trump is seated at a highly lacquered mahogany table in the lounge section of Trump Force One, a garishly equipped Boeing 757 that is parked in the cargo zone of the George Bush Intercontinental Airport in Houston. It is 17 June 2016, three days after Trump’s 70th birthday, five days after the Pulse shooting in Orlando, and a little over twelve months since the brash billionaire famously rode down the escalator at Trump Tower to announce his campaign for the presidency.

         Outside, on the sweltering tarmac, in the 99-degree heat of a June afternoon, the big plane is surrounded by a dozen fierce-looking, armour-plated grey Chevy Suburbans that are full of Secret Service types and a few jet-black Cadillac Escalades owned by Trump’s Texan donors.

         The presumptive Republican nominee gestures for me to move his favourite red tie from the chair across from him, and for a moment I hold in my hands Donald Trump’s famous red tie, the signature Brioni red power tie that he likes to wear, along with his hand-tailored Brioni suit, as he jets around America, campaigning for the White House. Trump has just flown in from a fundraiser in San Antonio, and he is preparing for another one here, in the wealthy suburbs of Houston. Only hours later he will fly to Phoenix and don his more incendiary public persona, leading thousands of supporters in an angry chant of ‘Build that Wall! Build that Wall!’ at a campaign rally. But right now he is in his lair, safe and secure, relaxed, affable, even low-key. It is 17 June 2016, and he has just about wrapped up the Republican nomination.

         The shock waves of the shooting massacre at the Pulse Club in Orlando are still reverberating across America, and Trump seizes the occasion to condemn ‘terrorism at a very disgusting level’. He swears that if he is elected President he will wipe ISIS and all ‘radical Islamic terrorism’ from the face of the earth. He does not say how he will do it. ‘Believe me,’ he repeats with a consummate salesman’s sincerity, ‘we will get the job done.’

         Now Trump is hopping from subject to subject. Suddenly we are talking about his new golf course in Scotland. Later this week, Trump will fly to Scotland’s scenic west coast to cut the ribbon at the official opening of the expensively revamped Trump Turnberry Resort and Golf Course in Ayrshire.

         ‘I look forward to going to Scotland,’ says a grinning Trump.

         
            We have spent a great deal of money on renovating Turnberry, about £200 million, and we have done a fantastic job. It is magnificent. We have gutted out the building and we have rebuilt the course to the highest specifications. The ninth hole is moved out toward the ocean. It’s incredible. 

         

         Now we hop back to America and I ask him about Barack Obama.

         Trump does not blanch; indeed, he instantly pivots to his idea of what constitutes a more presidential, even-handed, stance. ‘Obama has been a very ineffective President. He refuses to use the term radical Islamic terrorism, which is a real problem because unless you are going to talk about it you are not going to solve the problem.’

         Trump’s gaze wanders, and he breaks up the interview for some small talk and barks a few orders to an aide before jumping back into the conversation. Now Trump is back in Scotland, at the golf course.

         ‘I love Great Britain. My mother was born in Scotland, in Stornoway, and I am sure we will have a great relationship with Great Britain.’

         The Trump who is now speaking is the property developer and brand-name franchiser who will land in Scotland on the morning after the Brexit vote, triumphant. Trump would later predict that his White House victory would be ‘Brexit-plus’. He was right again, and again he would be triumphant.

         On that Boeing 757, back in June 2016, Donald Trump would talk with glowing admiration of Vladimir Putin and, when told that the Russian dictator had praised him at a conference in St Petersburg just a day before, the Republican candidate for the White House would nearly blush. He would happily invite Putin to the White House, he declared, and the two would join forces to defeat ISIS and bad guys everywhere.

         On the plane that day, Trump looked like what he really was, a deal-making property tycoon from New York with more chutzpah than sophistication, a man with accomplished flair for embellishing and promoting his own brand, his personal fairy tale, his own version of the truth. When we sat together that day in Texas, he was facing criticism for having stated his willingness to invite the mercurial North Korean leader Kim Jong-un to Washington for talks.2 The thought of two such impulsive types getting together and talking nuclear weapons was causing mingled panic and derision among the chattering classes who derive their worldview from the pages of the New York Times. But Trump had no time for the intellectuals and the East Coast establishment who for decades had wrinkled their noses at his flamboyant antics.

         ‘I’ll talk to anybody,’ says the author of The Art of The Deal.3

         He is also clear about whom he likes and whom he doesn’t like – until he changes his mind, of course, and that happens quite a lot. On this particular day he is happy to slam Germany’s Angela Merkel, whom he accuses of making a ‘massive mistake, a massive mistake’ by allowing migrants and refugees from the war in Syria into Germany. He is happy to explain why the euro was a failed experiment that never should have been started, and he is more than happy to talk about how the Clinton Foundation had taken many millions of dollars from countries accused of financing Islamic terrorism. Later on, after the campaign was over, there would be plenty of time to unbundle various promises and revise his positions. For now, Trump is in full-scale campaign mode, which, as one of his top advisers put it, was an experience unlike any other political campaign he had ever worked on.

         ‘He actually sits there at Trump Tower and asks us about his next appearance rather than his next campaign stop. He actually thinks about these as appearances, just like you would expect from a reality TV show star,’ confided this campaign adviser, one of several who would be fired during the course of the 2016 campaign. Not surprisingly, when it came time to pick his Cabinet, the world would watch a string of celebrity politicians show up at Trump Tower on Fifth Avenue and 56th Street and suddenly the selection of the government of the United States began to resemble an episode of The Apprentice. Trump even tweeted at one point that he and he alone knew who were the real ‘finalists’ for his Cabinet.4

         Throughout our conversation on board his private jet, the soon-to- be President appeared cool and crisp. The private Donald Trump looks very much like a wealthy New York businessman with nouveau riche tastes who is about to dine on a luxury cheeseburger at the 21 Club. But he is also a conversation hopper, a schmoozer who is in love with the sound of his own voice, and a man who seems to find it hard to focus for more than a few minutes on any single issue. He appears to suffer from Attention Deficit Disorder. I remember thinking that his relatively brief attention span, like his outsized personality and the way he tends to filter much of the world through the prism of his own ego, are traits not at all dissimilar to those of other self-made billionaires and oligarchs I had met in my travels.

         In some ways Trump reminded me of the subject of my last biography, an intimate portrait of another brash and successful narcissist billionaire, an Italian named Silvio Berlusconi.5 Like former Prime Minister Berlusconi, Trump has a certain repertoire of strongly held opinions and slogans which he is prepared to express almost anywhere and everywhere, on a reality show or on the campaign trail or at the White House. Like Berlusconi, he repeats his strongly held views as though the repetition of declarative statements were in some manner a form of argumentation. Donald Trump does not do analysis. He does declarations. Yet, like Berlusconi, if he feels he is in the company of somebody he can trust – or somebody he wants to sell himself to – his manner becomes solicitous, courteous, even disarming, and the tone of his voice is always calming, always charming, as though this is the way brash billionaires from the Queens area of New York are supposed to talk when they move to Fifth Avenue or get a four-year mandate to live at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.

         I asked Trump right then and there on the plane if he saw any similarities between himself and Berlusconi. Trump did not seem flattered by the question; rather, he seemed somewhere between diffident and indifferent. ‘I guess,’ he replied after a bit of a pause, ‘we are both two rich guys who went into politics.’

         Trump and Berlusconi would also go down in the histories of their respective countries as the political leaders with the greatest unresolved conflicts of interest in their nations’ histories.

         In Berlusconi’s case, he claimed he never needed a blind trust or a special separation of his business and political interests because he had given his children control of his media company, Mediaset. In Trump’s case, he claimed he never needed a blind trust or a special separation of his business and political interests because he had given his children control of his company, the Trump Organization.6

         In fact, until the election of President Donald Trump in November 2016, no other major advanced industrial democracy had ever seen such an unprecedented concentration of business and political power in the hands of one man, except for Berlusconi, and under his leadership things did not go very well for Italy. Sure, there were plenty of banana republics in South America or in Africa where plutocrats took over governments, or enriched themselves even as they governed. But this was America, and surely such things could never happen here, here in the USA!

         Just an hour later after I left him, Trump was back in fighting form and on stage at a Houston rally, in front of about 5,000 supporters, slamming President Obama and Hillary Clinton and telling the crowd that he would be an aggressive advocate of gun rights if elected President.7 Guns for everybody! Then, a few hours later, came the Arizona rallies and the chants of ‘Build that Wall’.

         Once off the plane and back in the sweltering Texas heat, I am shepherded into another SUV and driven away from the gathered motorcade by a friendly senior official of the Houston Fire Department’s Aircraft Rescue division. In a thick Texas drawl he tells me about a recent visit to the UK and how much he loved going to British pubs. He asks me about my interview with Donald Trump, and I ask him whom he intends to vote for.

         Although he declines to answer my query, he does offer one last insight. ‘Ah have to say that the thing that’s different with Mr Trump, or even with Bernie Sanders,’ says the friendly Texan, ‘is that whether you agree with them or not they talk straight, they speak their mind, and they talk in plain language, not like the normal politicians who give speeches and ya never know what they really mean. Ah kinda like that.’ 

         I think about this as I leave the George Bush Intercontinental Airport and head back into Houston. Most political leaders give speeches. Donald Trump ‘talks’ to his supporters, he converses with the electorate. He is in many ways the exact opposite of Hillary Clinton, the policy wonk.

         I think about this again when it is time for me to cast my vote in Broward County, Florida, at a few minutes before eight o’clock on the morning of 8 November 2016. On that particular Tuesday morning, in a gated community a few miles west of Fort Lauderdale, the designated polling station was the community clubhouse. By eight o’clock that morning the lines were already stretching out to the parking lot. It seemed that the voters of Florida were taking seriously their status as a battleground state, even though most voters didn’t particularly like either of the candidates in this seemingly endless race for the White House.

         At the clubhouse in this south Florida village, the polling booths are a makeshift space made of temporary plastic divider walls that come in portable briefcase units. You go in with a paper ballot, although they have resolved the problem of the ‘hanging chads’ that cost Al Gore the White House in the 2000 race; these were the old-fashioned ballots where you were supposed to punch through a hole and not leave any paper bits hanging. The malfunction of these ballots in 2000 cost Al Gore the White House and helped George W. Bush take the issue straight to the Supreme Court, which, being of a Republican majority, promptly handed him the election. But that was sixteen years ago; now the problem has been fixed. No, here at the clubhouse the ballot was large and long but very clear and clean, to be marked up with a special pencil. Aside from the presidential candidates there was an endless series of local and county officials and judges and prosecutors to vote for, as well as half a dozen referendums on legalising medical marijuana in Florida and on other regulatory issues that concerned small businesses in the Sunshine State.

         The act of actually voting for President, by colouring in the space next to the candidate’s name on the ballot, was almost a relief, for me and I suspect for millions of other Americans – the end of a bad dream, a period of fear and anger. Nobody could remember an election campaign so painful, so lengthy, so vulgar and squalid, so much like a nightmare rather than a shared civic experience. Most Americans just wanted to be done with it, forget about it and get on with their lives. So in 2016 the act of voting was for me, as perhaps it was for many millions of Americans, something of a catharsis, and it was actually a relief that it was over.

         That night, as I sat in the broadcast tent of Italian state television’s all-news channel, perched on the roof of the AFL-CIO Building on 16th Street in Washington, with the White House just behind us across Lafayette Park, I shared the national experience of watching Donald Trump power ahead in state after state and overtake Hillary Clinton to win the Electoral College and with it the presidency. On the video monitor to my right I could see Wolf Blitzer and John King puzzling over the result on CNN, as though something had not gone according to plan. The nation would never forget how Clinton operative John Podesta would come out at a little past 10 p.m. to tell the crowds at the Javits Center in New York to go home.8 Nor would the nation ever forget the arrival of the Trump family in the ballroom of the New York Hilton on Sixth Avenue, and especially the various faces of young Barron Trump, the ten-year-old son who is Trump’s fifth child.

         But what kind of America had just given Trump his upset victory? After the dirtiest and the most vulgar presidential election in recent American history, Trump was now the winner, and he was destined to preside over a wounded nation, a country that had been riven by fear and anger, by unprecedented levels of racism, a society whose politics had been polarised as almost never before, or at least not in the past half century, or at least not in living memory, and mainly by him.

         What kind of America had just elected Trump? And who was the real Donald Trump: the ideologue or the pragmatist? And what were the underlying causes of America’s existential crisis, its polarised and deeply divided society? 

         To understand Trump, in some ways a quintessential New Yorker, one needs to understand the psychology of New Yorkers. In particular, one needs to understand the way New Yorkers from Manhattan tend to look down at New Yorkers who come from any of the city’s other four boroughs, the Bronx, Staten Island, Brooklyn and Queens.

         Donald Trump came from the outlying borough of Queens, from a suburban neighbourhood called Jamaica Estates. He grew up in a spacious house on a tree-lined hill in this little enclave of Queens, the son of wealthy real estate broker turned property developer named Fred Trump.

         Trump, unsurprisingly for a kid from Queens, had a chip on his shoulder about the glamour and social acceptance of Manhattan’s Upper East Side. It was not so much an inferiority complex as a drive to arrive, a desire for acceptance. Even though he was driven to a private school in nearby Forest Hills in one of his father’s chauffeured limousines, he felt he had not arrived. He might have been from a wealthy enclave, but it was still Queens, an outlying borough, and his father might have been a rich property developer, but he was still an outsider. Jamaica Estates was a very white neighbourhood in Queens, and as Trump’s father put up apartment buildings elsewhere in the borough, he found himself accused of racial discrimination. Donald started his career working for his father. Both father and son were accused in the 1970s by New York prosecutors of refusing to rent or sell to black people, a charge the Trump family has always denied. The court records from the 1970s show, however, that they paid settlements to avoid any admission of guilt.9

         In the 1970s, Queens was the location for what was for a time America’s most popular television show, a dark comedy called All in the Family. The programme featured a bigoted and racist white man without a college degree who was named Archie Bunker. He lived in a working-man’s house in a working-man’s neighbourhood. And where did he live? In the Queens section of New York. Today, Donald Trump is President of the United States after having run an electoral campaign steeped in the language and mindset of Archie Bunker’s Queens. So among the many influences that shaped and formed the young Donald Trump, he happened to grow up in an area of New York City steeped in racism and bigotry, an area where each new immigrant group becomes the lowest rung on the social ladder in the great American melting pot.

         To put it in social terms, Manhattanite snobs tend to use a disparaging term for New Yorkers from outer boroughs like Queens and Brooklyn and Staten Island and for those who live across the Hudson River in New Jersey. The term is ‘bridge and tunnel’ crowd, meaning people who can only arrive in Manhattan by physically travelling over a bridge or through a tunnel under the Hudson River or the East River. It is not uncommon to hear a New Yorker say, ‘Let’s not go to that restaurant or bar on Saturday night because it is going to be full of bridge and tunnel types.’

         In 1971, three years after graduating from college, at the age of twenty-five, Trump finally shed his ‘bridge and tunnel’ skin and moved into an apartment on Manhattan’s Upper East Side for the first time. He was about to take over his father’s company. He was aiming to make it in Manhattan. The suburban outsider from Queens had arrived.

         ‘I was a kid from Queens who worked in Brooklyn, and suddenly I had an apartment on the Upper East Side … I became a city guy instead of a kid from the boroughs,’ Trump writes in The Art of the Deal.

         To understand Donald Trump, one needs to understand the importance for him of penetrating what he perceived to be the inner sanctum of the very power elite that as a politician he has railed against. The word arriviste refers to someone who craves applause and social acceptance because they have arrived. In New York City, Donald Trump has always been considered an arriviste developer from Queens. He has been pretty much shunned by old money and by old families, as seems fitting for a man who has shamelessly sold the public on the glories of his money-making, a man who for decades has showcased his own gaudy lifestyle as a model of conspicuous consumption. In Donald Trump’s world, opulence is a value and the more something shines, the better it is.

         To understand the aggression in Trump’s rhetoric, in his public persona, in his sometimes shrill and hysterical outbursts, it is helpful to understand that among his early mentors back in the 1970s was a hugely controversial lawyer named Roy Cohn.10 Back in the 1970s, Trump was the rambunctious scion of a real estate empire, a young developer anxious to leave his mark on New York. Roy Cohn was a legendary fixer, a ruthless lawyer who had served as the chief counsel to Senator Joseph McCarthy’s anti-Communist witch-hunts, a dark period for America if ever there was one. Cohn was now serving as a mob consigliere, with clients including ‘Fat Tony’ Salerno, boss of the Genovese crime family, the most powerful Mafia group in New York, and Paul Castellano, head of what was said to be the second largest family, the Gambinos. The two men met by chance one night at Le Club, a hangout for Manhattan’s rich and famous. Trump introduced himself to Cohn, who was sitting at a nearby table. He asked his advice, specifically about how he and his father should handle allegations from the US Department of Justice that they had been discriminating against black people by denying them rental apartments.

         ‘My view’, Cohn told Trump at the time, ‘is tell them to go to hell and fight the thing in court.’ He also counselled Trump that when somebody comes at you with a threat, the best response is to hit them ten times harder and scare them away. Cohn helped Trump beat the US government accusations of racism in 1973, and went on to become one of his most important mentors, helping him in legal battles and marital affairs and introducing him to some of New York’s leading power brokers and socialites. The Cohn method, which Trump adopted, was a very simple formula for beating your adversary: attack, counter-attack and never apologise.

         So it was not surprising that Roy Cohn would join Trump and New York Mayor Ed Koch at the glitzy October 1983 opening of Trump Tower on Fifth Avenue, complete with Donald’s palatial triplex penthouse, his own personal Versailles.11 The property was located right next to the legendary Fifth Avenue flagship Tiffany store. The 58-storey building featured a six-storey atrium lined with imported pink marble and an eighty-foot waterfall. It was pure opulence. The luxurious skyscraper attracted well-known retail stores and celebrity renters and brought Trump national attention for the first time.

         It was at the same time that Trump was investing in the profitable casino gambling business, starting with the opening of the Trump Plaza in Atlantic City, New Jersey. Then came the Trump Castle, and finally he was able to acquire the largest hotel casino in the world, the Taj Mahal at Atlantic City, which opened in 1990.12 In 2016, in the middle of his presidential campaign, the Trump Taj Mahal would close its doors after multiple bankruptcies and a lengthy strike.13

         In 1989, he branched out to purchase the Eastern Air Lines Shuttle for $365 million, which he promptly renamed the Trump Shuttle. After failing to make it profitable, Trump defaulted on his loans, and the airline venture ended three years later, in 1992.14

         All of his casino ventures ended up going bankrupt, and yet Trump was able to walk away from every project, often by declaring bankruptcy and then making a deal with his bank creditors or by selling off some collateral to pay them back.15

         In all of his business ventures, Trump’s greatest talent appeared to be his ability to market himself, to promote his own name. He became the brand. His national celebrity grew exponentially with the launch of his 1987 book, The Art of the Deal. The book was on the New York Times bestseller list for forty-eight weeks and made millions of dollars.16 After that, Trump would put his name on every building, whether he built it himself or just franchised his name out to others. In Manhattan, where the name Trump still meant brash and tawdry to many, neighbourhood groups were formed on several occasions, mainly on the West Side of the island, to try, often unsuccessfully, to oppose Trump-proposed projects. But Donald Trump never seemed to have problems getting permission for his extravagant and often risky property developments; he made sure he maintained excellent relations with politicians from Ronald Reagan to Bill Clinton, and he made campaign contributions to all of them over the years, from left to right,17 contributing half a dozen times to Hillary Clinton’s campaigns and donating $100,000 to the Clinton Foundation.18

         Trump’s rocky personal life has received plenty of press attention over the years, as befits a man who seemed to enjoy being featured on the gossip pages of the New York Post as much as being written up in the financial pages of the Wall Street Journal.

         His three marriages, two of them to Eastern European-born fashion models and one to a failed actress, are the stuff of tabloid trash. In 1977, Trump married Ivana Zelníčková Winklmayr, a fashion model from Czechoslovakia. The couple had three children, Donald Jr (1977), Ivanka (1981) and Eric (1984). A messy and highly publicised divorce was finalised in 1992 after Ivana discovered that her husband had been having an affair with Marla Maples. That same year would see the bankruptcy of Trump Plaza,19 a year after the Trump Taj Mahal went bankrupt for the first time.20 Trump, who had been cheating on his wife with Marla Maples for years, finally married her in December 1993, just a few weeks after the birth of their daughter Tiffany. Marla Maples would last for six years in holy matrimony with Donald Trump, until she was ‘fired’ when Trump filed for divorce in 1997. In January 2005, Trump married for a third time, this time to a Slovenian model named Melania Knauss, who was more than twenty years his junior.

         Among the many celebrity guests at the extravagant wedding, held at Trump’s Mar-a-Lago estate in Florida, were Hillary Clinton and former President Bill Clinton.21 In 2006, Melania gave birth to a boy, whom they named Barron.

         By then Trump was already reinventing himself again, this time as an entertainment figure, the host of the hit reality show The Apprentice. The first season in 2004 had earned the highest ratings on television that year after the Super Bowl, and earned Trump a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame in 2007. Finally, the kid from Queens had found the kind of national celebrity he had craved. The Apprentice presented the Trump Organization as a wonderful place to work and Trump as a master businessman, a financial sage. It made Trump feel good about himself and helped his family to make more money with the Trump brand. It also made Trump feel supremely confident about his abilities with women. It was back in 2005 that he was secretly recorded offering his private opinion about women on a Hollywood backlot: ‘I’m automatically attracted to beautiful women,’ said the future President of the United States back in 2005. ‘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 anything … Grab them by the pussy. You can do anything.’22

         This was the Donald Trump who rode down the escalator in Trump Tower on 16 June 2015 and announced to the world that he was going to launch his campaign for the White House, complete with plans to build a wall that would keep out Mexican ‘rapists and criminals’, to repeal Obamacare and to make America great again.23 He was long on bravado and short on detail, as always. The reality star had morphed into a presidential candidate, and the most nativist and xenophobic populist presidential candidate since the anti-immigrant Native American Party of the 1850s, commonly known as the Know Nothings.

         After the ugliest and most vicious presidential campaign in American history, Donald Trump actually pulled it off. In a campaign that saw racism and anger spreading across America, much of it incited by his own inflammatory declarations on the campaign trail, Trump managed to shout his way to the White House. He lost the popular vote; Hillary Clinton won nearly 3 million votes more than Trump across the United States, representing a 2 per cent margin of victory for her in the popular vote.24 But Trump won the Electoral College, and the stage was now set for a most unusual presidency. In cultural terms, America seemed happy to say goodbye to the well-intentioned but ineffectual Obama regime and hand its destiny to a man who by comparison made George W. Bush seem like an intellectual. The new President of the United States appeared to have more in common with Kim Kardashian than with Abraham Lincoln. But the will of the people is sovereign, and the people of America had made their choice.

         As I watched the Trump administration take office, I wondered how his ultra-conservative and loyalist team could possibly help the nation to heal when so many of them were themselves so extreme. I wondered about what had happened to American society and to its political culture and economy to explain the extreme bitterness and popular distrust that had corroded America’s soul even before the campaign of 2016. How and, above all, why had the nation been so ripped apart, so deeply divided, so lacerated? What were the underlying causes? And what could we do to make things better?

         The recent resurgence of American populism, nativism, nationalism, xenophobia and Trump-style demagoguery, which has many echoes across a suffering European continent, meant that what used to be fringe politics – extremism – was now moving to the mainstream. But how did we get here? And is there a way out?

         I had decided to write this book ten months before Election Day, and to use the opportunity to travel across America and attempt a fresh look at our troubled country, visiting the working poor of the ‘Walmart society’ and examining the most divisive issues on the ground, from racism, immigration, Obamacare and gun violence to severe income inequalities and the perennial boom-and-bust follies of Wall Street. I wanted to also look at America’s abundant strengths: the dynamism of its people, the drive to succeed, the raw energy, the technological innovation of Silicon Valley, the avant-garde projects of the green economy and the fact that despite a powerful conservative movement, after eight years of the Obama administration America had become a much more progressive nation when it came to social issues, from gay marriage to abortion rights and the legalisation of marijuana. Now, most of Trump’s supporters instead expected a return to more ‘Christian’ values and the shape of future American society would depend on key judicial appointments that would be made by President Trump, beginning with the Supreme Court.

         I wanted to write a book not about the 2016 presidential election but about America itself, a portrait, a moving picture, if you will, of America and Americans toward the end of the second decade of a new century, seemingly troubled, suffering, somehow disorientated and yet still (by default) the strongest nation on earth. But the key question to which I wanted an answer was: what had really happened to my country? What were the underlying causes of America’s current malaise? Did it have more to do with unprecedented levels of poverty, with 43 million Americans, or 13.5 per cent of the population, below the poverty line and a total of more than 100 million Americans, which is nearly 33 per cent of the population, falling into the ranks of the working poor?25 Or did it have something to do with a growing sense among those of the working class endangered by the decline of manufacturing jobs in the age of globalisation and automation that the US government had become indifferent to their economic needs? Or was it just the politics of a dehumanised society with a chronic dose of attention-deficit disorder, a blind love of television stars and a tendency to applaud the snappiest sound bite on Twitter? Did Americans even care or understand that meanwhile, outside, there was an increasingly dangerous world? And what would the Trump presidency mean for Britain, for Europe, for the rest of the world? Could America recover from the national fatigue of two failed wars in Iraq and Afghanistan? Some would argue that the mistakes of both President Obama and his former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton in places like Iraq, Libya and Syria had been so colossal that they had contributed to the rise of ISIS and the chaos across much of the Middle East following the Arab Spring. But did Americans understand or care? Did they see how Vladimir Putin was busy redrawing the geopolitical map of half of Europe and the Middle East while they had been busy watching Trump and Clinton trading insults? Trump promised to change all of this, to make friends with Putin and bring radical change to American foreign policy.

         This, in essence, is the heart of this book: a look at the underlying reasons for the current state of American society, and an assessment of the nation in the wake of the election of a new American President, at a time of great global economic and geopolitical uncertainty, in a world fraught with danger. How did we get here, and how do we get ourselves out of this situation? Can we get ourselves out of this situation?

         The pages that follow are an attempt, therefore, to explore America through the lives of ordinary Americans on the ground in the deepest heartland of America, l’Amerique profonde. The goal was to capture and record this unhappy moment in American history in order to consider whether there are truly ways to heal the nation and recover our famous strength and unity through diversity, or whether the social and economic stresses of recent years have become too heavy to bear, the divisions too deep, the outlook too uncertain. While America has looked inward and been consumed by the epic battle between Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump, the world has moved on and become a far more dangerous place.

         The problem is that America, including the America that put Donald Trump in the White House, has been living for a long time in what can only be called a form of collective denial, a negation of the daily injustices that are visited upon millions of Americans every day, those who have been left behind, those who never got to live the American dream.

         Donald Trump has promised to make America great again. But at the outset it is worth posing a rather more basic question. What was America’s greatness? Was America really once the shining City on the Hill, the light of the world? Did the America of our dreams, the America of noble ideals and streets paved in gold, ever really exist, or was it a sort of figment of our collective imagination?

         Once upon a time, long before Donald Trump had moved to the Upper East Side of Manhattan and somewhere between the legends of Camelot and John F. Kennedy, of Ronald Reagan and the Cold War, surely there was an America we could all be proud of. Or was there?
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            CHAPTER TWO

            ONCE UPON A TIME IN AMERICA…

         

         A chicken in every pot.

         A two-car garage.

         And the conviction that just so long as you worked hard and applied yourself, you could get ahead.

         That was the American dream; at least, that is what we were taught in school back in the day.

         The American dream was all about upward social mobility and the promise of a better tomorrow. Confidence. Optimism. Fair play. This was the American ideal, a vast and wealthy land of shared prosperity where anybody could get a piece of the pie. Equal rights and opportunities for everyone to get rich, to make it, irrespective of race, creed or colour.

         This was the belief that was inculcated into our collective consciousness throughout much of the twentieth century. This was our vision of a utopian society, our social mythology. The nation of immigrants who came to seek their fortune in the New World would always be welcomed by Lady Liberty. ‘Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free…’

         This was America, the land of Horatio Alger, of rags-to-riches stories that stretched from Wall Street to Main Street, the America of the fabled prosperity of the Eisenhower years, the tweed-jacketed grandeur of the Kennedy era, the glamorous America of JFK and Jackie. The booming 1960s. Camelot, and all of that.

         It was an America of noble ideals, of honour and dignity, a melting pot of fairness and freedom, the proverbial America whose streets were paved with gold. This was the United States that set the moral standard for the rest of the world to follow, this was John Winthrop’s ‘model of Christian charity’ or, in Ronald Reagan’s idiom, the ‘Shining City upon a Hill’.

         Or was it?

         Was it real or was it just a grand illusion? One great big spin? A mythology maintained by a self-perpetuating elite? A fairy tale written by cheerleading historians who had only remembered to put in the good stuff and had glossed over the bad? History, after all, is usually written by the winners. Is that why our nation’s history has always seemed so ebullient and successful, so white and male? Was it because the storyline of our nation’s history was written predominantly by well-fed white journalists and academics who, starting in the Kennedy era, were themselves steadily co-opted into the power elite? Was Harvard part of the problem?

         It may seem odd, but the question needs to be asked: did the America of true values and Jeffersonian ideals ever really exist, in the Eisenhower, the Kennedy or the Reagan years? Or even in the Jeffersonian era? Michelle Obama aptly noted in the summer of 2016 that the White House was a house that had been built by African-American slaves. Did the American dream ever really exist for black people? Or for the working poor and working-class white factory workers? Was there ever really an America of social justice and endless opportunity? A level playing field for everyone? Or were the ‘good old days’ just a figment of our collective consciousness, the feel-good story that was repeated to us over and over again by our leaders, our educators and our corporate media, until we had collectively bought the story, hook, line and sinker?

         There once was a time when we would not have had a doubt. There once was a time when everything seemed possible, when we had faith in the system. Once upon a time in America it seemed like everybody believed in the American dream.

         In the 1950s, the 1960s and even into the 1970s most Americans grew up believing that change for the better was possible, that the good guys always triumphed over the bad guys. It was the America of John Wayne, of Clint Eastwood, of Woodward and Bernstein, and of Superman, who always fought for truth, justice and the American way. It was a far more innocent world back then. A world of comic books and baseball games, of big automobiles and sprawling suburban development. The American way of life was based on community and civic culture. We grew up thinking of our political leaders as statesmen, and we grew up believing in the fundamental goodness of the American people.

         
            • • •

         

         The first time I campaigned for a presidential candidate was in 1968. I was twelve years old at the time, a bit young perhaps to be campaigning but I happily distributed leaflets door-to-door in uptown Manhattan for Senator Bobby Kennedy. It was the time of flower power and the hippies. Bobby was my hero, and the hero of millions of young Americans. He was a better man than his brother, more pure of thought and determination, a man who wanted to end war and bring peace, who understood the folly of Vietnam, a man who believed in racial harmony, who sought to bring an end to racism and segregation and KKK lynching of blacks, and the persistent harassment by law enforcement officials of African-Americans, yes, even back then, especially back then.

         Many young people believed in Bobby Kennedy in 1968 (the way many would believe in Bernie Sanders nearly a half-century later) because America in 1968 was a nation set atop a tinder box, perched upon an explosive mix of racial divisions and anti-war protest movements, a society that was more torn apart than at any time since the Civil War. In that moment of our history, Bobby Kennedy symbolised hope and the promise of strength and unity through our cultural diversity. He was the best of the Kennedys.

         These thoughts raced across my brain on that blistering June day in Houston, Texas when I boarded Donald Trump’s Boeing 757. I thought of Kennedy when Trump welcomed me to his parlour on the plane and started making small talk. Quite a contrast. The noble statesman and the populist buffoon. And as I considered the man before me, who was now chatting amiably about Brexit and immigration, I wondered how and why America had fallen so low, how had it come to pass that my country, the land of opportunity and justice for all, was now fated to having to choose between two of the most distrusted candidates ever seen in a presidential election: a demagogic real estate mogul turned reality-show star and the Lady Macbeth of the famous Clinton dynasty, a cynical opportunist who believed she had a birthright to the presidency. Hillary Clinton had claimed her mantle after a raft of leaked emails revealed that her Democratic National Committee had discussed using smear tactics against Bernie Sanders, along with other political treachery that was worthy of the Borgias. She had withstood the allegations of pay-to-play access to the State Department via the back door of the Clinton Foundation. The GOP candidate, meanwhile, had withstood smearing a Gold Star family (the term for those who have lost loved ones to military service) and taken the Band-Aid off racism in America with his virulent incitements to hate. Now the choice was between Trump and Clinton. How had America fallen so low? How had we entered into such a deep and prolonged period of suffering, of fear and anguish, of protracted national agony? What was really behind our collective national howl?

         On the plane that June afternoon in Houston, Donald Trump also talked about the death of the American dream, expounding on his theory that millions of Americans no longer had any realistic hopes of getting ahead. I thought about that when I left the plane and dived into the air-conditioned comfort of a Fire Marshal’s Chevy Suburban for the drive across the runways of Houston Airport. And I thought about it again, long and hard, just a few days later, on 7 July, when American society suffered another trauma, and eerily enough in Dallas, a city that for generations had been trying to live down its reputation as the City of Hate. 

         With Dallas, everything changed. The shootings of five white police officers were part of an already bloody season of racism, violence and domestic terrorism that had seen dozens of unarmed blacks killed by trigger-happy white policemen. America seemed to be at a tipping point, if not a breaking point. Once again the city was scarred by national tragedy.

         It had happened here before here, in November 1963, and just a few steps away, in nearby Dealey Plaza. Indeed, there seemed something perversely symmetrical in the way hapless Dallas found itself bookending two of the greatest moments of national anguish of the past half-century. The first jolt had come in this city, the first seismic shock to the constitution of the American people.

         The shots that rang out in Dealey Plaza did more than strike down a President: they presaged a half-century-long and collective loss of innocence, a period in our nation’s history in which the promise of shared prosperity was shattered every few years by a new national trauma, by tragedy and defeat, a sort of slow-motion and collective sense of being violated, and over time, a syncopation of our recent history, one trauma after another, in a lengthy, periodic and protracted loss of our national innocence. Could this be our nation’s real legacy of the last half-century?

         After the death of JFK in 1963 came more societal upheaval, more trauma, and over an extended period of time. Five years later America witnessed the riots and assassinations of 1968, the resignation of a President in disgrace over the Watergate scandal in 1974, a staggering defeat in Vietnam in 1975, the rise of the Ayatollahs and the Iran hostage crisis from November 1979 until January 1981, and then still later the first Bush war against Saddam Hussein with Operation Desert Storm in 1991, the first attack on the World Trade Center in 1993 and the national trauma of 9/11 in 2001, followed by the prolonged battle with Osama bin Laden and the Bush wars in Afghanistan one month after 9/11, and then, on false pretences, the second Bush war against Saddam Hussein, the invasion of Iraq in March 2003, and then, years later, in an ever more dangerous world, the chaos of the Arab Spring in 2010/11 and the emergence of ISIS terrorism, the disasters in Iraq, Syria and Libya, and finally, in more recent times, an ever more frequent outbreak of gun violence in the United States, ISIS-inspired but not ISIS-perpetrated terrorism, racist hate crime massacres and school shootings across Middle America, perpetrated not by foreign enemies but by homegrown terrorists, by American sociopaths and racists, by the enemy within.

         For more than half a century, America has experienced rising levels of violence, both at home and abroad. The nation has gone through trauma after trauma, until it felt as though we couldn’t take any more.

         In November 1963, the murder of a young President in Dallas shocked an idealistic nation. In July 2016, the murder of five policemen in Dallas struck a nation that was already shell-shocked, reeling, punch-drunk and disorientated by a decades-long case of nationwide post-traumatic stress syndrome. But something was missing. After running through the normal eleven-day news cycle, we stopped talking about Dallas again.

         It was almost as though we were no longer capable of treating shock and trauma as more than a news moment on CNN or on social media, as though we were somehow inured to the pain. And so after Dallas, as on so many other occasions, we went through the ‘normal’ news cycle, the makeshift memorial, the wreaths of flowers and messages and candles, the meetings of families of the victims, the days of tributes and religious gatherings and the search for unity, and, as always, the sad and predictable words of outrage from the White House, from a despondent-sounding Barack Obama, the Consoler-in-Chief of an increasingly desolate nation.

         Dallas I shattered our innocence and coincided with a period of social conflict across the racial and political divide. Dallas II should have called into question our social cohesion and forced us to ask ourselves what had happened to the American way of life. Instead, sadly, it seemed like just another piece of breaking news, consumed, digested, commented and then forgotten by a society that had become all too accustomed to such fare.

         Dallas I had come at a different time, in a world that could be more easily shocked, and where information about our leaders was parsed by the elites with the cooperation of a relatively docile press corps. In a world without smart phones or all-news cable and satellite channels, without internet or social media, the romantic 1960s legend of JFK and his vision of America was far easier to burnish and protect.

         It would take a long time after JFK’s assassination before we began to understand that the great hero of Camelot actually had feet of clay, that this noble President was really one the coldest of the Cold Warriors, with dangerous instincts about the use of military force. In fact, seen from a distance, the Kennedy era looks far less romantic and much more a case of thirty-four months of living dangerously with an inexperienced ideologue at the helm. If the world was a dangerous place, that was also because we helped to make it that way, with a legacy of robust, even virulent anti-Communism that ran from Harry Truman straight through to Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson, Nixon and Reagan.

         The Vietnam engagement that JFK started by sending military advisers in the early 1960s would escalate to a long and protracted war and it would create a nightly moment of shared national trauma as Walter Cronkite closed his news programme on CBS every evening by announcing the daily body count in Vietnam. The war would run for more than a decade and it would end in complete failure in 1975. But it would take at least two more wars after Vietnam, this time in Afghanistan and in Iraq, both of them botched, before Americans would realise the limits of their power. It would take a long time, well into the start of the twenty-first century, before America would begin to realise that it had not done so well in its role as the world’s policeman. Perhaps America had mismanaged its empire, even the golden opportunity of a unipolar world that had come after the collapse of the Berlin Wall, because Americans do not do so well at managing empire. As a rule, America never sought empire; rather, we were sort of thrust into the role by chance. Unless there was oil involved. That was different.

         America’s ascendency to global superpower status actually began with the end of the Second World War, as America became an accidental empire virtually by default, at the end of a war that had decimated Europe and left the United States essentially the last man standing: the only wealthy, powerful, fully rearmed and economically dominant power left on earth. With that kind of strength, and American idealism, it seemed that we could do no wrong. But we did.

         One could point to Hiroshima as a moment of loss of innocence and one could argue about whether it was a good or bad thing for America to become the first nation on earth to use nuclear weapons against a civilian population. But perhaps the biggest mistake made by America in the aftermath of the Second World War may have been the idea that some form of forceful containment, some form of aggressive and proactive cold war against the Soviet Union was needed in order to staunch the menace of global Communism. This obsession ushered in an era of robust and muscular American exceptionalism on a global scale.

         It began in 1947 when a young State Department officer named George Kennan penned an anonymous article for the most respected journal of the foreign policy establishment, Foreign Affairs.1 The article’s author identified himself only as ‘X’ but the article proved to be the most influential op-ed in American history. It warned of the risks of Soviet Communism and preached the idea of containment, of making the premise of American foreign policy an all-out effort to counter the perceived threat from Moscow and to model all of Washington’s decisions on this premise. The idea proved dangerous, and at times disastrous, and soon triggered a tit-for-tat atmosphere between Moscow and Washington, a climate of mutual recrimination, an unprecedented nuclear arms race, and a phase in which veiled nuclear threats began to characterise relations between the United States and the Soviet Union. This simplified good vs evil approach to world politics begat the Cold War in the late 1940s, helped trigger the building of the Berlin Wall in 1961 by the Russians, and fuelled the paranoia that led to the Bay of Pigs Invasion in 1961 and the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962.

         Back in the 1950s, while America was trying to contain the Soviets, American politics was plunged into a paranoid witch-hunt for Communists, everywhere and anywhere, in Wall Street, in Hollywood, in every sphere of American life. A crusading senator whose rage matched that of Donald Trump set about trying to rid America of Communist spies, fellow travellers, sympathisers and secret party members. His name was Joe McCarthy. His chief counsel was Roy Cohn, the man who would twenty years later become one of Donald Trump’s early mentors. As a result of the McCarthy hearings and leaks and televised harangues, the lives of thousands of honest and talented Americans were ruined, destroyed by the fear-mongering ways of McCarthyism and the Un-American Activities Committee in the 1950s. It was a dark period in American history, a testament to how, even in the best of economic times, many Americans could be easily manipulated by fear-based policy-making and demagogy. But the American dream was still alive, and Americans were getting richer. The McCarthy witch-hunt did not really affect the lives of most ordinary Americans. Black-and-white television sets were increasingly visible in the living rooms of suburban homes, as were TV dinners, and the spirit of the nation was a form of patriotic contentment. The President, nicknamed Ike, was an admired former war hero and amiable golfer named Dwight Eisenhower, and his time in office, against the backdrop of the post-war boom, became known as the Eisenhower years. It was a decade that saw McCarthyism and the rise of dark figures such as FBI director J. Edgar Hoover, but it was also a time of innocent recreation, of 1950s fun, as evinced by the culture of drive-in movies and icons such as Doris Day, Elvis Presley, Buddy Holly and The Mouseketeers. 

         The contradictions of such a complex nation as America are many. Thanks to a booming defence industry and American manufacturing power, America was growing, building the famous middle class and new suburbs, complete with the proverbial two-car garage. The Eisenhower 1950s created a sense of entitlement to economic prosperity and growth. It seemed to be building from the ground up at the time; it seemed that anyone with enough drive could make it – and in many cases this was true. The wave of economic growth would float many ships and make many Americans prosperous, and it would take many years until we began to understand the way American growth and prosperity had warped away from the traditional middle class and ultimately settled in the coffers of the new power elites. These elites included not just billionaires but multinational corporations that would achieve a global reach, a number of them thanks to the continuing build-up of the arms industry which came with the deepening of the Cold War in those same years. Eisenhower was a military man, and so he understood the risks inherent in a constant and continuous arms race, but he was also an honest man and a quintessential Middle American, who was worried by the incestuous and symbiotic relationship between the Pentagon and the arms makers. Before leaving office he would warn his fellow Americans of the dangers of creating ‘a military industrial complex’. His warning would not be heeded. The American dream was now becoming a two-headed proposition: to enjoy rising prosperity at home and the ability to wage war abroad in the name of American democracy. The Cold War fuelled the arms race and vice versa.

         Interestingly, the 1950s was still a period of relative income equality; certainly, there was a great deal more equality than exists today. Thanks to the welfare state that had been created by FDR, thanks to make-work programmes and infrastructure investments and other job creation and social assistance programmes, the underclass had found a safety net and fewer Americans were suffering. Trade unions like the United Auto Workers and the Teamsters were also developing and they managed to obtain a number of benefits for the workers of America, including health and pension benefits that became established baselines. At the same time, there were more steeply progressive income tax brackets and the upper middle classes and the rich actually did pay their fair share in taxes. At one point in the 1950s, the top tax rate for a very wealthy person in America reached 92 per cent; the top rate averaged around 70 per cent for most of the next two decades,2 part of the legacy of FDR, the wealthy Democrat who was considered a traitor by the wealthy classes.

         In the 1950s, income disparities were nowhere near as severe as they are today, and the poor enjoyed the benefits of a generous social safety net, so one could reasonably say that the American dream was, relatively speaking, and at least for much of the white population of the United States, alive and well.

         In retrospect, American society was far more cohesive and egalitarian back in the 1950s and Dwight D. Eisenhower was a far safer pair of hands than his successor would prove. When it came to domestic policy, JFK would be the man to tell Martin Luther King Jr, back in 1962, that unfortunately he would not be pressing forward with his support for civil rights legislation because of upcoming mid-term elections. JFK dropped the ball on civil rights. On international politics and his dealings with the Kremlin, JFK would turn out to be quite a jumpy fellow.

         John F. Kennedy was an aggressive Cold Warrior, steeped in anti- Communism, and no less so than his rival in the 1960 presidential election, Richard Nixon. It was Kennedy who would legitimise the ‘domino theory’ of US military intervention in south-east Asia and other far-flung places, on the grounds that if just one country went Communist then there would be a domino effect around the region and the world. Kennedy’s greatest failure would prove to be the legacy of his sowing the seeds of Vietnam, a war that, ironically, would haunt his rival Nixon throughout his own presidency a decade later. Kennedy made the decision to go into Vietnam, continuing the 1950s American tradition of fighting Communists wherever they could be found, in faraway countries or at home under the bed, or on a Hollywood backlot. JFK famously sparred on several occasions with the Kremlin in a dangerous nuclear game of chicken and he dragged the United States into an unwinnable war in faraway south-east Asia because he believed in the domino theory.

         Kennedy’s assassination left poor Vice-President Lyndon Johnson to clean up the mess in Vietnam, but President Johnson couldn’t do it, in part because he was distracted by a different war, this one on the home front: American society was going through some of the worst convulsions it had known since the Civil War. And unlike his predecessor, LBJ wanted to wage a war on poverty and create the Great Society at home. He wanted to secure some minimum form of social justice and equity for African-Americans, who were still being lynched and discriminated against and in many places denied their right to vote. But the guns-and-butter dream of eliminating poverty while financing the Vietnam War proved untenable.

         America was a powder keg back then, a nation divided, in that awful spring of 1968, just before Bobby Kennedy was assassinated that June, and not long after the murder of Martin Luther King Jr that April. The violence that swept the country would come to the city of Chicago that August, during the Democratic National Convention that chose Hubert Humphrey as its presidential candidate. The mayor of the city was an autocrat and on his watch the police brutality against anti-war protesters marching in the streets of Chicago was there for all to see: it was live on national television. It would leave a nation scarred, another unprecedented social eruption during a year in which more than 100 American cities had been swept by race riots and violent confrontations between protesters and the police. Then, as now, the Republican candidate, in this case Richard Nixon, had called himself the candidate of ‘law and order’.

         At the time, the war in Vietnam was still raging. Lyndon Johnson, who had inherited the presidency in 1963, was by now deeply unpopular because of the war and had announced that he would not seek re-election. The two most outspoken anti-war Democratic presidential primary candidates were Senator Robert F. Kennedy from New York and a senator from Minnesota named Eugene McCarthy.

         On the radio that year you could listen to a song by a popular folk group called Peter, Paul and Mary; it was called ‘If You Love Your Country’ and the opening lyrics became an anthem for the peace movement: ‘If you love your country, and the things for which it stands, vote for Gene McCarthy and bring peace to our land!’

         Peace did not come to our land. Richard M. Nixon bested Hubert H. Humphrey in November 1968. The war continued.

         On 15 November 1969, more than half a million young people pinned a blue badge that featured a white dove on their shirts and boarded buses for Washington to join what was then the largest anti-war protest in US history: the National Moratorium March on Washington. It was a mostly peaceful demonstration that day in Washington, although scuffles broke out in front of the White House, where Nixon was now ensconced as the new President.

         The rally featured speeches by various anti-war politicians, including Senator McCarthy and another left-wing Democratic senator from South Dakota named George McGovern. The rally also included musical performances by Peter, Paul and Mary, Arlo Guthrie and Pete Seeger, who led the crowd in the singing of John Lennon’s ‘Give Peace a Chance’.

         Nixon had promised in his 1968 campaign to begin a troop withdrawal but he had yet to take action. The new American President was unmoved by the peace protest, and he would later claim that he watched sports on television in the White House while it happened.

         The anti-war movement continued to gain support in 1970, particularly after Kissinger’s invasion of Cambodia and the shooting of unarmed student protesters at Kent State University.

         The war would eventually cost America more than 58,000 lives and when it finally ended in 1975 – in a withdrawal that sent US troops scurrying out of Saigon – the Nixon administration tried to spin this, the first US defeat since the Second World War, as something they called ‘Peace with Honor’. As the Viet Cong approached Saigon, both South Vietnamese citizens and American personnel fled and soon there were reports of American citizens clamouring up ladders and onto the roof of the US embassy, trying desperately to board Marine helicopters that flew them to the safety of waiting American warships off the coast of Vietnam, such as the aircraft carrier USS Midway. It was a dramatic and pathetic mass evacuation, the biggest humiliation of the United States in history, and the lasting images were the scenes of chaos as desperate people tried to escape and surplus helicopters were pushed over the side of ships and into the South China Sea in order to make room for more.

         That was 30 April 1975, and the shock of the American defeat in Vietnam was yet another national trauma, after the murders of John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr and Bobby Kennedy. Like the assassinations, it would leave a lasting scar on our collective consciousness, just as had been the case a few months before, in August 1974, when another helicopter had carried out a more peaceful evacuation. In this case the helicopter was Marine One, which had lifted off from the White House lawn in the middle of August 1974 after Richard Nixon had resigned rather than face an impeachment trial in the Senate after he had been caught lying about the cover-up of the Watergate scandal.

         By the mid-1970s, when Nixon resigned and the Vietnam War ended, America was still leading the world, but it was spending enormous parts of its energy and resources on fighting the Kremlin. The anti-Communist strand in American politics and foreign policy, in retrospect, was a substantial drain on resources and at times a substantial distraction. Yet nothing in the Cold War had prepared the Americans for what came next, or for their new President, a peanut farmer from Georgia named Jimmy Carter. Carter was a devout Christian who believed in human rights and he was the first and only President of the United States who actually used the power of the White House to put pressure on governments accused of human rights violations, from Chile to South Africa. But he was also magnificently unprepared for a dangerous and complicated world. It was in the mid-1970s that we learned about Arab oil producers, who began to enter American living rooms on the nightly news. We learned about something called OPEC, an organisation of petroleum-exporting countries that was willing to use the oil weapon against the United States. So we learned about lining up at the gas station and the speed limit was lowered to 55 miles per hour.

         Jimmy Carter would eventually lose himself in the minutiae of the presidency, though he was a good man with a good heart, well-intentioned. Unfortunately for him, and for America, it was on his watch, in November 1979, that trauma struck again, this time as the US Embassy in Tehran was overrun by Iranian students who took fifty-two hostages and held them captive for a period of fourteen months. The hostages would be released only on the day Jimmy Carter left the White House on 20 January 1981, following his defeat the previous November at the hands of Ronald Reagan. Seeing fifty-two Americans treated like dirt for more than a year in Tehran as a helpless White House stood by was certainly another national trauma, a sickening experience. America was also sick of high inflation and a bad economy and oil prices and hostages and the peanut farmer from Georgia. By 1980, most Americans wanted some good news, some better times and perhaps a more happy-go-lucky leader.

         With Ronald Reagan they got their wish. They got a feel-good President with a fondness for American exceptionalism. The term refers to the supposedly special and superior character of the United States as a uniquely free nation based on democratic ideals and personal liberties. But it also encompasses the idea that the US has a unique mission to transform the rest of the world.

         Reagan embodied American exceptionalism and the roaring 1980s. He was all about jelly beans, big smiles and lots of optimism, and the promise that we would outspend the Soviets in order to defeat the ‘Evil Empire’. At home it was a period of consumer hedonism, of big tax cuts, of Reaganomics and so-called trickle-down economics, which argued that policies that favoured the wealthy and privileged would eventually trickle down to the poor. The cup would runneth over, as it were, and everyone would gain. Unfortunately, for tens of millions of Americans, it did not work out that way.

         In 1981, President Reagan became the first of three two-term Presidents who over the next thirty years would progressively slash America’s spending on welfare benefits for the poor. Reagan led a powerful conservative Republican movement that promised to roll back the welfare state, privatise social security and increase defence spending. Call it more guns, less butter.

         Trickle-down economics meant huge tax cuts, especially for the upper middle classes and the rich, greatly increased Pentagon spending, deregulation for big business, a policy of aggressively trying to roll back Communism (rather than just containing it), a stronger military, and appeals to family values. That was the Reagan era: the dismantling of many of the legacies of the New Deal and related progressive social and economic policies that had been in place in America since the 1930s, since their introduction by Franklin Delano Roosevelt.

         Much of the Reagan era was a period of apparent national prosperity, but it marked the beginning of early globalisation and the first emergence of serious income disparities across American society. So not everyone enjoyed the booming 1980s or the follies of Gordon Gekko’s Wall Street. This was, however, the era of the Yuppies, the young urban professionals, actually baby boomers born in the 1950s and 1960s, who were identified by the Madison Avenue advertising agencies as the demographic target that possessed the greatest consumer spending power. Throughout it all, Reagan had the national consensus, he was a much-loved President and he always smiled a great big smile for the cameras.

         Smile or no smile, the Reagan years saw the start of an economic and social revolution in America, the rolling back of much of the Roosevelt-era legacy of the welfare state. It was a process of denuding the welfare state, of slashing tens of billions of dollars off the welfare budget, and it would continue for nearly thirty years, spanning the presidencies of Ronald Reagan in the 1980s, Bill Clinton in the 1990s and George W. Bush in the 2000s. In fits and starts, but consistently throughout the period from 1981 to 2001, the social safety net was dismantled, welfare cuts totalled tens of billions of dollars, and the percentage of our GDP spent on welfare shrank from 3.5 per cent to just 2.3 per cent.3

         The welfare cuts were made by two Republicans and one Democrat who in the 1990s adopted a number of Republican policies, and together they managed to deactivate many of the federal policies and programmes that had underpinned our social cohesion at a national level, much of the super-structure of the social safety net and its associated machinery that Franklin Roosevelt had left behind.

         If Reagan set about the task deliberately, with a free-market liberal’s style and enthusiasm, Bill Clinton in the 1990s represented a more ambiguous approach; some would say more cynical. Clinton was part of the wave of progressive yet pro-business Democrats, those who were willing to reduce welfare spending, continue a number of Reagan tax cuts and look benignly upon the actions of the big banks on Wall Street. In Washington they called it ‘triangulation’ when Bill Clinton would get into an alliance with moderate Republicans and accept policies that were, objectively speaking, Republican.

         By 1994, a Republican-dominated Congress was urging President Bill Clinton to make good on his campaign promise to ‘end welfare as we know it’. He did.

         By 2000, after a decade of Reagan welfare cuts and eight years of Bill Clinton’s welfare reforms, the nation’s welfare rolls had fallen sharply, to their lowest level in decades. But the figures masked a stark reality: many millions of people had simply been kicked off the welfare rolls.

         It was also during the Clinton presidency in the 1990s that the seeds were sown for what would later become a global crisis of unprecedented dimensions in the financial world. Long before the collapse of Lehman Brothers in 2008, Bill Clinton’s team was cooperating with Alan Greenspan’s Federal Reserve to allow dangerous derivatives trading and securitisation of subprime mortgages. During the 1990s, banking deregulation proceeded as though a Republican were in the White House.

         President Bill Clinton allowed huge helpings of deregulation that opened the door to the growth of the virtually unregulated securitised and bundled subprime mortgage market. It was with the Clinton administration’s blessing that dangerous derivatives trading jumped by a quantum proportion, paving the way alongside the subprime mortgage market, for looming financial disaster.

         It was under Clinton that the FDR-era Glass–Steagall Act was repealed, the law that had been set up after the Great Depression to protect savers and which forced banks to keep separate their commercial banking – i.e., taking deposits and making loans – from their investment banking businesses, like trading stocks and bonds. Wall Street was unleashed during the Clinton years, even more than under Reagan. Greed was back on Wall Street, and Washington looked away. The Treasury under Clinton was being run by Bob Rubin, the former boss of Goldman Sachs, and the Federal Reserve by Alan Greenspan, a former consultant to a notorious savings and loan fraudster from the 1980s named Charles Keating.

         If the Reagan 1980s had seen the start of the rollback of the welfare state in America and an unleashing of the brashest speculative impulses on Wall Street, then the Clinton 1990s saw still further deregulation of the financial services sector and a series of free trade deals that would help America in the short-term but would ultimately cost jobs as the price of doing business in a globalised economy. Deals like the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) tend to bring more benefits than drawbacks but free trade does come with a price, and in free trade deals at least some domestic factory jobs tend to be lost to lower-cost foreign trading partners. Slowly but surely, the more deleterious effects of globalisation were creeping forth.

         The 1980s and 1990s weren’t just about welfare reform and deregulation on Wall Street; they were also about the progressive declawing of American trade unions. Nothing symbolised the steady loss of power of the trade unions more than the way Ronald Reagan fired 11,000 air traffic controllers in one stroke, signing one executive order that would break the trade union for ever, much as Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher would do four years later in Britain, when she broke the will of the coal miners’ union. Unions were being progressively weakened and disarmed, and worker benefits that had seemed normal for decades were suddenly being called into question. Across the United States, the manufacturing economy was giving way, over the decades, to a service economy. This, in turn, has given rise to the explosion of service sector ‘McJobs’ and a new working-poor segment of society, a new American underclass.

         Over a period of three decades, American Presidents of both parties have progressively removed much of the social safety net, dismantled much of the welfare state and dramatically cut spending on the most vulnerable parts of our population. Guess what? It hurts. Someone is feeling the pain. Today, the rise in political populism is simply the most visible manifestation of widespread fear and anger emanating from that part of America which feels most exposed, at risk, unable to cope. In America today there are more than 43 million people living below the poverty line, or about 13.5 per cent of the American population.4

         Once upon a time in America, there may have been a more equitable society, an American dream, a place with greater opportunity for nearly everyone and decidedly less gaping income disparities. Back in the 1950s, the unions were still strong and were demanding and obtaining more worker benefits, the state was still functioning under the full authority of FDR’s welfare legacy, and the economic growth for much of the time was buoyant enough to float many people’s boats, even those who may not have been so clever or intrepid.

         Once upon a time, there was an America that felt it could leave the doors unlocked and go about its merry way, feeling somehow protected because we were Americans and we lived in America.

         But that illusion ended on the morning of 11 September 2001. The destruction of the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center was another jolt to our national system, perhaps the biggest and most painful shock and our most profound loss-of-innocence moment since the Second World War. After all, back then we had been attacked by the Japanese at Pearl Harbor, in faraway Hawaii. This was downtown Manhattan.

         As history would have it, the President on duty that September was the son of former President George Herbert Walker Bush, the man who had started the First Gulf War against Saddam Hussein in 1990. This President, George Walker Bush, was a real-life Texan with a studied swagger and a fondness for simplicity. Bush’s response to 9/11 was to launch a poorly planned war in Afghanistan a few weeks later and then, on the back of what later turned out to be misleading and manipulated evidence of weapons of mass destruction, a second poorly planned war against Saddam Hussein, the US invasion of Iraq, in early 2003.

         The effect of the war in Afghanistan, at least for a time, may have been to temporarily disrupt Osama bin Laden and the Al Qaeda infrastructure which cooperated with the Taliban in Afghanistan. But in the long run, no imperial power has ever won a war in Afghanistan: not the British, not the Russians, not America.

         The effect of the mismanagement of the Second Gulf War in Iraq and its aftermath was to consign political and military influence over much of Iraqi territory first to the ayatollahs of Tehran and then later, during the Obama administration, to the warlords of ISIS, following a disastrously planned exit from Iraq which created a power vacuum that was quickly filled by the followers of the Caliphate. 

         Together, the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq have cost trillions of dollars,5 not to mention the loss of hundreds of thousands of Iraqi and Afghani lives over the past fifteen years.6

         But in the early twenty-first century America seemed oblivious to these wars, with many Americans approving of Bush’s cowboy antics. The war on terrorism had replaced the Cold War as America’s primary foreign policy; a common enemy had been identified. Washington had a bogeyman in Osama bin Laden. Meanwhile, behind the scenes, the Bush machinery functioned very well under the watchful guidance of Bush surrogates such as Karl Rove, Dick Cheney and Donald Rumsfeld. On the domestic front, the Bush years saw a radicalisation of the Republican agenda by the neo-cons and even by many who could today be called Tea Party or Trump supporters. The paradigm of American politics had been shifting to the right for decades, but now the shift became a lurch.

         While he waged war on terrorism abroad, at home, in social and economic terms President George W. Bush continued to dismantle the social safety net that Ronald Reagan and Bill Clinton had already slashed severely between 1981 and 2001.

         The results were hailed by the White House as a success, but they masked another statistic, and this one more serious: poverty rates were rising as welfare was being cut. From the time Bush took office in 2001 until his departure from the White House in January 2009, the poverty rate increased from 11.7 per cent to 13.2 per cent.7

         It was just as Bush was preparing to leave office, in the autumn of 2008, that financial disaster struck. The derivatives trading and subprime mortgages had come home to roost. The collapse of Lehman Brothers in September 2008 was followed by a worsening of the crisis, from finance to the real economy, and Bush set in place the emergency partial nationalisations of car companies and banks, the massive bailouts of Detroit and Wall Street that his successor, Barack Obama, would continue.

         Years of quantitative easing from the Federal Reserve seemed to find the American economy still in a lethargic state, and the financial crisis spread across the Atlantic to Europe. The Great Recession brought with it years of economic stagnation, persistently high unemployment, low consumer confidence, increasing mortgage foreclosures and personal bankruptcies, rising federal debt and a general sense of hopelessness among millions of Americans that began to become the norm. It really began to look as though mediocrity was the new normal. Americans were losing faith in America.

         Obama had come to office on a tsunami of enthusiasm and hope, with his ‘Yes We Can!’ campaign chant creating a (temporary) confidence across America and the world. The new President seemed so eloquent, so different; the first African-American President of the United States, a highly articulate black man with a Harvard law degree and a noble demeanour, and he would surely bring America back to the greatness of the Kennedy era, wouldn’t he?

         The old men in Oslo who give out the Nobel Prize seemed to think so; within months of Obama moving into the White House they awarded him the Peace Prize – more a vote of confidence and an appreciation of his rhetorical abilities than an earned award, but then again the same prize had once been awarded to the likes of Henry Kissinger, who had supposedly achieved ‘Peace with Honor’ in Vietnam during the Nixon days.

         Obama tried and failed to do many things that might have made America a more equitable society. To be fair, for much of his time in office he was faced with the legacy of two intractable wars, a financial crisis, a lingering recession that at times felt like a depression, and life-threatening risks for some of America’s biggest banks and car makers. Obamacare, still highly controversial and divisive across the political spectrum, was perhaps the single most visible manifestation of Obama’s vision for America. Much of the rest is less edifying stuff, the non-achievements of a well-meaning President who found himself caught in the gridlock of partisan politics.

         While Obama continued the Bush rescue of Detroit and Wall Street, he also forged ahead with free trade negotiations, almost matching Bill Clinton’s NAFTA agreement with his own Trans-Pacific Partnership. But globalisation had a dark underside and by the time Obama left office, America was in no mood for more trade deals that had cost factory jobs.

         Obama’s greatest failure, by his own admission, was the bungling of Libya during the height of the Arab Spring. In early 2011, the protests in Cairo’s Tahrir Square had swept away President Hosni Mubarak and ushered in the Arab Spring, the debut of the Facebook generation’s rebellion across the Arab world. The deserts of the Middle East were suddenly ransacked by a violent wind, by a dust storm of global dimensions that came masquerading as the quest for democracy and then morphed into anarchy and fragmentation, into tribal and ethnic war, into failed states and semi-states and rival militia groups competing with terrorists to overthrow dictators.

         In March 2011, when it looked like Libya’s Colonel Muammar Gaddafi was about to fall, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton travelled to a special summit in Paris and, while President Obama was busy on a state visit to Brazil, she gave her backing to a move by President Nicolas Sarkozy of France to launch bombing raids and go for regime change in Libya. Sarkozy sent his fighter jets, backed by David Cameron, the hapless and neophyte Prime Minister of Britain at the time. And Hillary Clinton gave her blessing.

         Obama’s biggest mistake was trying constantly to ride the wave of the Arab Spring like a surfer, trying desperately to make sure he was on the right side of history. In the end, the destruction of Gaddafi without any plan for the future achieved exactly what the Pentagon and CIA had warned Secretary Clinton would happen when they had advised her against it. It helped open a power vacuum which the followers of ISIS would soon fill. The same could be said of Obama’s hurried exit from Iraq, or his zig-zag uncertainty over what to do in Syria.

         It can be reasonably argued, without taking political sides, that the result of US policy during the Arab Spring was to make it easier for ISIS to occupy new territories and capture US military equipment left behind, along with millions or billions of dollars of cash and enough oilfields to finance years of medieval-style horror across the Middle East and the world. The terrorism was at first limited to Europe, especially to Paris and Brussels.

         The rise of ISIS only really began to strike home in America when ISIS-inspired murderers began their rampages in San Bernardino, California in December 2015 and in Orlando, Florida six months later, in June 2016. It was one thing for Islamic terrorists to attack Paris and Brussels, far away and across the Atlantic. But this was California, this was Florida, this was the homeland.

         The spring and summer of 2016 was also a period of more frequent, and more visible, shootings of unarmed black youths by police, of rising racism and of general gun violence across America. The violence played out against the backdrop of the most vitriolic presidential contest in American history. Donald Trump sought to capitalise on the violence and presented himself as the candidate of ‘law and order’ while Hillary Clinton accused Trump supporters of being ‘racist, sexist, homophobic, xenophobic and Islamophobic’.8

         Sadly, Barack Obama seemed powerless throughout his last term in office to do anything about the higher levels of violence and racism, just as he was unable to stem the rise of poverty among poor white and black Americans. By the time Obama left office, poverty had reached the highest level in decades.

         There is heavy irony in the surge in racism and the equal surge in poverty among African-Americans under America’s first African- American president.

         Until the arrival of Bernie Sanders and Donald Trump, both of whom were attracting large numbers of angry followers, political scholars and commentators had largely neglected to comment on one particular aspect of having an African-American in the White House: the racist backlash. After the election of Trump in November 2016, and the outbreak of hundreds of hate crimes, the talking heads began wondering aloud whether there had been a sinister and politically relevant ‘whitelash’ against the Obama era. Many working-class whites saw Obama as part of the problem, and given that for nearly half the population real wages had not risen for a decade or more, they were seething. Add together a real decline in net incomes and living standards caused by the Great Recession with a left-of-centre African-American in the White House and it is easier to understand the racism that took root across America, especially among the working poor, the underclass.

         It did not seem to matter during the race for the White House in 2016 that on paper the US economy seemed to be growing, albeit at a relatively weak 2 per cent. Nor did it matter that unemployment numbers seemed to be at record lows, perhaps because an unprecedented number of Americans had simply dropped out of the labour market; they had given up hope, perhaps because there were so many service industry jobs that paid little more than the minimum wage of $7.25 per hour.

         By November 2016, as Americans went about the unpleasant business of electing a new President, choosing between the two most disliked candidates in the nation’s history, the reality was that many had simply lost faith in the chances of a better tomorrow, of better jobs and a better education for the next generation, of improving living standards. For many white working-class people, but also for tens of millions of other Americans, life had proven to be a raw deal. They had lost faith in the American dream.

         By now there were 43 million Americans below the poverty line and a total of more than 100 million who were struggling to make ends meet on salaries that were less than twice the poverty level. The poverty line was just over $24,000 a year for a family of four, but nearly half of the poor actually subsist on less than $12,000 for a family with two children.9 That is roughly eight dollars a day per person.

         In a nation of 319 million people, in the richest country in the world, roughly a third of the population in 2015 was either living below the poverty level or was still so poor they risked social marginalisation. The American dream meant nothing for most of these people, who struggled to get by, formed part of the underclass or the working poor or the lower middle class, and who did much of their shopping at Walmart, the mammoth low-cost discount chain that with $482 billion of annual revenues is also the world’s biggest corporation.10

         The American dream? Once upon a time there was an America that believed in the dream. Maybe.

         By now many Americans were living in a society lacerated by anger and fear and yet somehow strangely inured to it, a society that was getting used to resurgent political populism on TV and resurgent racism on the streets, a nation where gun violence and police shootings of unarmed blacks seemed at times a weekly or even occurrence, a challenge of epidemic proportions.

         Had the America of equal opportunity and shared national prosperity ever really existed? Or had it all been a charade?

         To understand what has happened to America, we need to understand the underlying causes of this unhappy period in our nation’s history, a phase which in other countries might be called a national crisis.

         The root causes are economic.
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