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            Introduction

         

         “Could this be it?” I thought to myself at the beginning of the scandal that sparked the fourth impeachment proceedings in American history.1 “Would this be the thing that finally caused some in the Republican Party to break with Trump?”2

         If it was true—as the Washington Post and others were reporting—that during a call with the newly elected Ukrainian president, Trump used the specter of military aid to extort the Ukrainian government to investigate Joe Biden, then Trump would be guilty of a crime more serious than anything Nixon was accused of during Watergate.

         To date, Trump’s presidency had been far from successful. His poll numbers had vacillated between mediocre and historically terrible. He had few legislative accomplishments, and most of his executive orders were caught up in the courts because they were poorly thought out and even more poorly executed. But Trump had escaped true political accountability despite saying and doing things on a near-daily basis that would have ended most presidencies.

         As I have done every day since the 2016 election, I tempered my optimism. There was no upside to getting my hopes up. After the much-anticipated Mueller report landed with a thud, I—like most Democrats—had conditioned myself to expect disappointment in the scandal department. The problem with the Mueller report wasn’t that it didn’t include ample evidence of wrongdoing by the president; the report was a none-too-subtle road map for impeachment. But it went nowhere. The press treated it as old news, the Democrats seemed ready to move on before the ink was dry, and Republicans just lied about it. I feared the same thing would happen again. Don’t get me wrong, I had little doubt Trump was guilty of wrongdoing—it was just a question how explicit his crime was and how definitive the evidence. Trump’s efforts to collude with Russia and obstruct the Mueller probe had been so ham-handed that the lines between his criminality and his incompetence were blurred.

         My preemptive sense of disappointment deepened the next morning when Trump announced that he would be releasing the transcript of the call. To say Trump is not the sharpest knife in the drawer is an insult to butter knives, but even he is not dumb enough to release a transcript of a call that would implicate him in global criminal conspiracy to interfere in an American election.

         Right?

         Wrong.

         In the transcript, Trump sounded like a crooked capo trying to pressure a local businessman. Trump called his conversation with the Ukraine President—the “perfect call,” but it was an imperfect crime.3

         In the following days, we would learn that the efforts to cover up this obviously impeachable offense involved the White House, the National Security Council, the intelligence community, and the Department of Justice. As an example, Attorney General Bill Barr who helped cover up the Mueller report played a similar role in this affair. Barr didn’t recuse himself from the investigation even though Trump names him in the call with Ukraine as a participant in the criminal conspiracy.

         Additionally, the witnesses to the crimes were not partisan actors but decorated veterans, career diplomats and national security professionals, as well as Trump’s own staff. It’s easy to miss the historical significance of what Trump did. Our national attention span is so short and the pace of events so frenetic that it’s nearly impossible to step back and take stock of the moment.

         Trump handled the beginning of an impeachment inquiry with his usual aplomb. In a period of about 96 hours, Trump

         
	called for the execution of the whistleblower and the administration officials that corroborated their account;

            	referred to six members of Congress as “savages”—the six members Trump chose were two Jews and four women of color which wasn’t a coincidence.

            	suggested a second civil war would be an appropriate response to impeachment;4
        
               

            	posted eighteen tweets5 in five minutes attacking the weekend anchor of Fox & Friends for having the audacity to ask a barely tough question of one of Trump’s defenders6
        
               

            	said that the Democratic chair of the Intelligence Committee should be arrested for treason, which happens to be a crime punishable by death; and

            	reportedly committed another crime by agreeing to back off legislation to mandate background checks for gun sales in exchange for the National Rifle Association contributing to his legal and political defense.7
        
               

         

In the early days of the impeachment inquiry, public opinion moved decidedly in the Democrats’ direction. Majorities backed the inquiry, and even some Republican voters were troubled by Trump’s actions. There was a drumbeat of credible firsthand witnesses. Before long, there could be no doubt about what happened. The call and the extensive effort to cover it up were a crime higher than any of the crimes committed during Watergate.

         Yet, Donald Trump is still president.8 In the end, none of it mattered very much. A few Republicans expressed private concerns. Some even sent a few sad tweets. But no one actually did anything. Large swaths of voters believed he had committed a crime, but few expected him to face any accountability.

         As a nation, we were uncomfortably numb to crimes being committed in the Oval Office.

         The whole thing was deeply depressing, but it was also final confirmation of something that had been eating at me for years.

         The American political system is fundamentally broken—a fact the Republican Party has ruthlessly exploited to rig politics in their favor.

         This notion was not a new one to me. The fact that the Republican Party was out of control has been obvious for a long time. They were radical, rabid, and often racist the entire time I worked for Barack Obama. Their approach to government was nihilist on the best day. They were people who just wanted to see the world burn.

         At the time, I thought this was a temporary affliction on the body politic. One that would be cured by the passage of time and the 2016 election.

         I cockily assumed that Hillary Clinton would defeat Trump in resounding fashion. The Republicans would learn the error of their ways and take a couple of steps back from the brink. My confidence that Clinton would win emanated from an unyielding—and mistaken—belief in the health of our democracy. Instead, Trump rode into office on the back of our broken democracy. He won with fewer votes and benefited from a raft of laws passed by Republicans to make it harder for people to vote.

         The future of American democracy now depends on a Democratic Party that is eyes wide open about who the Republican Party is, what they have wrought, and what it takes to undo the damage.

         Democrats have spent much of the Trump era engaging in an internal debate about the future of the party. This to be expected and healthy. We have entered the post-Obama era of the party, and we need to figure out what comes next. However, this divide is usually framed on ideological terms: moderates v. progressives. Should the party embrace the bold progressive policies advocated by Bernie Sanders, Elizabeth Warren, and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez or more centrist solutions? There is often confusion in our political discourse between ideology and policy. In my experience, most voters have policy preferences but rarely view politics through the lens of one specific ideology. A candidate’s ability to tell a story about why his or her policies are the right ones is exponentially more consequential than whether those policies are left, right, or center.

         The focus on ideology masks the larger issue. The biggest divide in the Democratic Party is not between left and center. It’s between those who believe once Trump is gone things will go back to normal, and those who believe that our democracy is under a threat that goes beyond Trump.

         Everything flows from this debate. If you believe the former, simply surviving the moment is enough. If you believe the latter—as I do9—then you have to be willing to contemplate ideas that were off the table even a few years ago.

         I have come to the conclusion that there is nothing more important than beating Trump, but beating Trump is not nearly enough. The Democratic Party needs an aggressive strategy to fundamentally reshape American democracy. We have to come to terms with who the Republican Party is and what they have done. We have to recognize that Donald Trump is not an aberration or an accident. There will be no Republican epiphany during or after Trump. The media won’t save us.10 Bob Mueller didn’t save us. And Trump’s propensity for committing impeachable offenses won’t save us.

         It took me a long time to come to this conclusion and to embrace the solutions in this book. I am an institutionalist by nature. I have spent nearly twenty years working in Democratic politics. I have served a president, a vice president, three senators, and the Democratic Party. I spent most of my career working at both ends of Pennsylvania Avenue.

         I chose politics for my career because I thought working within the system was the best way to bring change. I believed politics and government got a bad rap. Despite cynical media coverage and reductionist Hollywood portrayals, the politicians I met were not inherently corrupt or incompetent. They were imperfect humans working within an imperfect system to do what they thought was best for the country. I believed this to be true no matter the party.11 I believed that our democracy was messy but worked. I trusted institutions and believed in norms. I thought the arc of American politics was long but ultimately bent toward democracy.

         During the Obama presidency, I viewed it as our responsibility to protect our political institutions because we were the party that believed in the power of government to do good. I believed the filibuster had merit and the Electoral College was a feature, not a bug, of the system. And even if I was deeply skeptical of the motivations of the Republicans in Congress, I remained optimistic that they would one day see the folly of their ways and begin to take governing at least a little more seriously.

         But I was wrong. I have been radicalized by Trump’s election and everything that has happened since. I believe we need bigger, bolder solutions. The same old politics simply won’t do.

         Removing Trump is not enough. America is a “democracy” governed by antidemocratic institutions, a country where a growing progressive diverse majority is being governed by a shrinking conservative white minority.

         My fear as we sit here on the eve of the 2020 election season is that too many Democrats in Washington remain blind to the stakes of the moment.

         If Democrats don’t get smarter and tougher about how we conduct politics and embrace the bold activism of the grassroots, we are going to continue to come up short. We might win some battles, but we will lose the war.

         I believe that un-Trumping America involves three elements: First, understanding who the Republicans are and what their strategy is. Second, winning in 2020. And finally, using our newfound political power to fix American politics to ensure we never have to deal with someone like Donald Trump ever again.

         Tim Geithner, the former Treasury secretary, used to have a saying that became a mantra in the Obama White House—“Plan beats no plan.” My version of Geithner’s saying was “Memo beats no memo.” In the first few days in the White House, there was a staff meeting to discuss whether Obama should do a press conference. In the room were all of the new president’s top advisors and me. As the then deputy communications director, I was the lowest ranking person in the room. By title alone, I shouldn’t have made the cut. I think I was invited out of habit. On the campaign, which was much less hierarchical than the White House, I was always around for a meeting like this. I didn’t really agree with the idea of the press conference, but no one asked my opinion and I wasn’t sure I should offer it. The group quickly decided the press conference was a good idea. As everyone was gathering their things, Rahm Emanuel, the new White House chief of staff and one of the few people around the table who had worked in the White House before, said, “If we are going to do this, the president needs to be prepared. Who’s writing the briefing memo with possible questions and answers?”

         Everyone looked at each other in silence for a moment. No one was volunteering for this seemingly mundane and time-consuming task.

         All of a sudden, I felt the collective gaze turning to me. I tried not to make eye contact, but it was too late.

         “Pfeiffer?” someone said.

         “Great idea,” someone else said.

         The rest of the room concurred, with a palpable sense of relief that they had avoided a homework assignment.12

         Before I knew it, everyone was gone and I was stuck writing a memo. I was pissed. No one had acknowledged my presence in the meeting until it came time to assign some work.

         As I trudged back to my new office, I ran into Stephanie Cutter, who had been Michelle Obama’s chief of staff on the campaign and was now working as a top advisor at the Treasury Department. I told her how annoyed I was that I was going to be at the office all night working on the memo. Stephanie told me I was looking at it the wrong way: “In the White House, you always want to be the person who writes the memo. Being the one who holds the pen gives you the most influence on what the president says and does. Plus, they have to invite the author of the memo to the meeting.”

         That encounter opened my eyes. Being the person who wrote the memo, whether it was prep for a press conference or the strategic plan for the next quarter, became my golden ticket. It gave me a voice larger than my station. It gave me the opportunity to drive the strategy in the direction that I thought best. Over the next six years, I always volunteered to write the strategy memos and learned the tremendous value of being the one with the pen.

         Un-Trumping America is my much longer, post–White House memo to the Democratic Party and the millions of activists that have joined the fight since Trump won. It lays out my ideas on how to defeat Trump and restore American democracy while staying true to who we are as Democrats.

         This book is informed by the lessons learned in the Obama White House as we watched the rise of Trumpism and the humility of not fully understanding the danger we were facing. It’s also inspired by the next generation of activists who were born out of Trump’s victory—people who channeled their anger into activism and helped lead the Democrats to victories in 2018 and have pushed bolder and more progressive policies. They are the present and future of the party—if it embraces them.

         And while the White House taught me the importance of being the one with the pen, Pod Save America has taught me the importance of talking (and writing) about politics in an accessible and (hopefully) entertaining way. Too often political discussions are filled with jargon and indecipherable acronyms. This isn’t an accident. It’s designed to separate those in the “know” from the masses. Too much political messaging is about serving spinach and then wondering why people aren’t coming back for seconds and thirds. There is a reason Jon Stewart is a more influential figure than the folks who host the nightly news. There’s no law13 that says politics can’t be fun. So my hope is that this book is more fun than spinach.14

         While the premise that Trumpism will outlast Trump can seem dark, I remain hopeful.15 Despite everything that has happened since Election Day 2016, I know we can relegate Donald Trump and this version of the Republican Party to the dustbin of history. But it’s going to take a lot of work, and that work starts with understanding how we got into this mess and who we are up against.

          

         
            1Three impeachment trials and counting Nixon, who resigned.

            2Also, I’m doing the footnote thing again.

            3Trump is like Nixon, but instead of erasing the eighteen minutes, he tweeted them out.

            4I’m 90 percent sure Trump thinks civil war is an Avengers plotline and not the bloodiest war in US history.

            5One of the accounts Trump retweeted was a bot account that just added the word “Shark” to Trump’s tweets.

            6I support this and wish Trump had sent more tweets about the Fox anchor, who deserves all the shame.

            7These are not the actions of an innocent (or well) individual.

            8If he weren’t, I would be rewriting this book. Un-Penceing America doesn’t really roll off the tongue.

            9And hopefully you will soon.

            10The media may have done more than not save us, but more on that later.

            11The Republicans I met were much more “imperfect.”

            12During the campaign, Obama was answering press questions so often that he felt little need for briefing memos to be prepared for him. Donald Trump is more likely to read Infinite Jest than Obama was to peruse a memo for a series of local TV interviews. (I would bet Trump thinks David Foster Wallace is a member of the Morning Joe roundtable.)

            13Yet.

            14Really setting the bar high with this one.

            15And you should, too!
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            How Republicans Trumped America

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            Trump: An Abomination, Not an Aberration

         

         Let’s do a little visualization exercise:1

         It’s January 20, 2021. It’s a freezing but sunny day in Washington, DC. The National Mall is packed with over a million Americans of all ages, races, and backgrounds. It is the largest audience to witness an inauguration, period. A palpable sense of joy and relief pulsates throughout the crowd.

         After a beautiful rendition of the national anthem2 and an opening prayer that spoke to diversity and inclusion, the official proceedings begin.

         Seated on the platform are all of America’s living former presidents and their wives—the Obamas, the Bushes, Clintons, and the Carters. All of them are smiling and appear pleased to be in attendance despite the cold.

         The crowd erupts as the newly elected president makes his or her way to the podium to take the oath of office on a Bible held by Chief Justice John Roberts, who seems less excited than everyone else in attendance.

         Watching the speech from the front row to the left of the new president is Donald Trump. He has a scowl affixed to his face, he can’t stop fidgeting, and the wind has done no favors to his bird’s nest of a hairdo. He is seated next to Ivanka because Melania decided not to come for reasons the Trump White House declined to disclose (but we could all guess).

         At the conclusion of the inaugural address, which included no references to “American Carnage,” Trump—now a former president—makes a beeline for the exits. He skips the congressional luncheon and heads directly to Mar-a-Lago, where he will spend the rest of his days tweeting about “voter fraud” and doing infomercials for a sketchy line of masculine virility supplements.3

         Seems appealing, huh? As you can probably tell, I spend way too much time imagining Trump’s political demise and national humiliation. Almost nothing would give me more joy and be better for the country than Trump’s defeat in 2020. But that beautiful, hypothetical day in 2021 is the beginning, not the end, of the fight against Trumpism. Defeating Trump is not enough; defeating Trumpism must be the goal.

         WTF is Trumpism?

         Trumpism is a somewhat ambiguous concept. Trump is not a philosopher. He doesn’t have a political theory or any underlying beliefs. The only -isms that he has ever been associated with are racism and narcissism. The best summary of Trumpism is “billionaire-funded racial grievance politics.” It’s plutocracy in populist clothing.

         Ultimately, Trumpism is more a political playbook than anything else:

         
	Sowing racial division to turn out the base is acceptable.

            	Lying is not only okay, it’s encouraged.

            	The press is the enemy of the people.

            	The will of the people is at best an annoying speed bump on the path to maintaining power.

            	Propaganda is the preferred method of communication.

            	Winning at all costs is okay no matter the morals, laws, or consequences to the country.

         

Many of these tactics were used before Trump, but never so explicitly or successfully. His win supercharged the worst instincts of the Republican Party and wrote a playbook for the party that will be around for years after Trump has been defeated, retired, or imprisoned.

         Why Trumpism is Here to Stay

         Back when we all slept soundly with false confidence about Trump’s political demise,4 I got a preview of the near future of American politics. I was hanging out at the Republican National Convention in Cleveland. This was not a choice.5 CNN had sent me to do political analysis from the Democratic perspective—and who turns down a free trip to Cleveland?6 All in all, it was a very odd experience. I had been to a lot of national conventions over the years—this wasn’t even the first Republican convention I had been to. But at this Republican convention, you could cut the awkward tension with a knife. The whole gathering felt like a wedding where everyone in attendance knew the union was a bad idea but no one had the guts to tell the bride and groom. In another sense, it felt like a celebration of the worst people in American politics7—a reunion of rejected guests from the C block on a Fox News daytime show. There was a class of pundits and Republican political strategists whose only path to relevance was to be one of the few Republicans willing to publicly defend Trump’s indefensible conduct.8 People like Jeffrey Lord, a midlevel aide in the Reagan administration who had been in the political wilderness since the 1980s;9 David Clarke, a sheriff from Wisconsin with a troubling record; and Paul Manafort, a former aide to Bob Dole who would go on to prison. Their bet had paid off. Trump was now the nominee and they were—at least for a moment—celebrities.10

         Needless to say, I didn’t fit in and for that I was grateful. The whole experience was leavened by my rock-solid belief that Trump was going to lose the election and then all of these folks would return to life under whatever rock they crawled out from.

         On the last day of the convention, I was waiting for a CNN appearance while some dim-witted Trump surrogate was vomiting dishonest talking points on set. I was sitting next to a former aide to George W. Bush and Mitt Romney who was firmly in the Never Trump camp.

         “I bet you can’t wait to be done with all of these Trump people,” I asked, presupposing a Trump defeat in November.

         I was just making conversation and passing the time. The question was almost rhetorical in nature.

         “Are you fucking kidding me? These people aren’t going anywhere. Win or lose, they are here to stay. We [Republicans]11 are stuck with them. This is the Republican Party now. Hell, Don Jr. will be running for governor of New York before too long,”12 the Republican aide responded with equal parts anger and sadness.

         I was shocked by his answer. It hadn’t even occurred to me that Trump and his brand of politics were here to stay. I believed that he was an accidental nominee—the product of an insane set of strategic decisions by an abnormally large field of bad candidates with worse campaigns. I viewed Trump as the natural end to the Obama-era downward spiral of Republicanism. The unfunny punch line to an even unfunnier joke.

         I was wrong, and this Republican was right.13 Trump is the beginning of the next era of the Republican Party, not the end of the last era.

         Win or lose in 2020, Trumpism and what it has wrought will be here for a very long time.14

         There are two primary reasons why Trumpism will last longer than Trump.

         First, the absolutely shocking nature of Trump’s win imbued him with a sort of political magic in the eyes of a lot of observers who proudly predicted that he was doomed. Believing Trump is a political genius because he won the 2016 election is almost certainly confusing correlation and causation. But perception is often more important than reality in politics, and Trump not only beat Clinton, but he was also seen as besting the Obama political machine. Trump taught Republicans that the best way to win was to be like Trump. His victory didn’t just produce supplicants. It produced replicants.

         Many of Trump’s biggest critics transformed into his biggest supporters. He demanded blind allegiance, and 99 percent of Republican politicians agreed.15

         There is now a generation of mini-Trumps working their way up the ranks of the Republican Party. Some of them are Trump-lite figures that Trump backed in contentious primaries in 2018. People like Florida governor Ron DeSantis, a frequent Fox News guest who literally ran an ad about teaching his young daughter to say, “Make America great again.” Others like Lindsey Graham changed their personality to act more like Trump because they believed it was necessary to succeed in Republican politics in the Trump era.

         It taught the politicians that shame was weakness, truth was unnecessary, and democracy was the enemy. Trump also got the Republican base hooked on a particularly high dosage of racial resentment.

         The larger political forces of demographic and technological change may have pushed the Republicans to this place eventually, but the shocking nature of Trump’s win catalyzed the process. The political lessons continued once he was in office. Mark Sanford, a Republican congressman from South Carolina, fashioned himself a mild Trump critic. Trump endorsed his primary opponent, and Sanford lost.16 Senators Jeff Flake and Bob Corker spoke out repeatedly against Trump. They were forced to retire rather than lose a primary. Standing with Trump amid his racism, incompetence, and corruption became a requirement for membership in the Republican Party.

         Second, Trump’s win resolved a long-running tension within the Republican Party. The last decade of Republicanism has been defined by a battle between the establishment and an upstart group of members who rose up in opposition to Obama. The former were raised on Reagan and Bushes, read National Review, and were annoyed America elected a liberal president. The latter were raised on Rush, read Breitbart, and were apoplectic America elected a black president. This new group—often called Tea Partyers—represented the energy in the Republican base. They were part of the conservative zeitgeist and spoke the language of Fox News, which had become the Republican native tongue. They were also pretty bad at politics and knew nothing about government. These Tea Partyers—who rebranded as the Freedom Caucus17—repeatedly pushed the party into a bunch of losing confrontations over budget issues and Obamacare. They were a problem to be managed by the “adults” in the party. I witnessed this battle time and again in the Obama administration. John Boehner would agree to a budget or tax deal with Obama only to have the Freedom Caucus kill it by threatening to oust Boehner as Speaker.18 The Freedom Caucus would then force Boehner to adopt a position that was politically damaging with zero chance of passing the Senate. The most notable example is when the newly elected Republicans forced a confrontation over a budgetary maneuver known as the debt ceiling. The debt ceiling sounds benign. In a rational political world, it would be. It’s a simple vote to grant the federal government the authority to pay the bills it has incurred. It’s a vote no one likes taking, and the minority party usually makes the majority pass it on their own so they can make political hay and posture about who is more fiscally responsible. But it passes without drama.19 For something so simple, the consequences of not passing it are devastating. Essentially, the US would no longer be able to spend money on anything, including paying out Social Security. If the US stopped paying its bills, it could lead to a global financial crisis. In 2010, the Republicans under pressure from their radical, newly elected members decided to use the debt-ceiling vote as leverage. The Republicans declared that they would only lift the debt ceiling with corresponding cuts in spending. So, if you wanted to raise the debt ceiling and spend $500 billion, you would need to cut $500 billion from the budget—reducing the federal investment in education, health care, or the military. This proposal was insane—it made zero economic sense, betrayed a radical ignorance about how the federal budget worked, and put America on a dangerous path. Because the Republicans controlled the House of Representatives, they had all the power. If they didn’t put a debt-ceiling vote on the floor and pass it, the economy was going to go off a cliff.

         I have sat in the Situation Room20 during meetings about credible terrorist threats on the homeland, the Boston Marathon bombing, and a potential swine flu pandemic. But I was never more afraid than during the debt-ceiling showdown. This was legislative terrorism.

         Crisis was eventually averted but not before the stock market plunged, the economy took a hit, and the United States had its credit rating downgraded.

         As damaging and terrifying as this incident was, it revealed the fundamental tension at the heart of the Republican Party. On one side, you have a Republican establishment that exists to serve the corporate titans and Wall Street barons that fund the party that opposed the debt ceiling confrontation. On the other side, you have a rabid base raised on right-wing red meat and fueled by racial paranoia. One source of real tension was antitrade, anticorporate populism that emerged from the financial crisis. Obama’s election changed the Republican base. It became whiter and more rural. This shift led to a growing antitrade, anti-immigrant, and anti–Wall Street sentiment. This populism stood in stark contrast to the corporatism that had defined Republican economic policy since Reagan.

         During my time working in the White House, I believed that this tension was irreconcilable and that the GOP was due for a fundamental reckoning. One side had to win. My money was on the radical Right defeating the establishment—always bet on the side with the energy. Either way, the party was headed toward disaster—a civil war where the only winner would be the Democrats.

         But that didn’t happen.

         The reckoning between the billionaire-loving elites and the racist base never happened, because America elected a racist billionaire.21 When he came to office, Trump decided to keep the racist rhetoric and inflammatory tweets that endeared him to the base, but he also decided to adopt the policy agenda of the donor class. Trump showed the party that they could have their racism and their tax cuts, too.

         In this union lies the core of Trumpism—billionaire-funded racial grievance politics.

         Trump united the billionaires and the bigots. That union will continue after he is gone because they need each other to maintain their political power.

         Understanding how to remove Trumpism root and branch begins with understanding where it came from and how it took hold in the Republican Party.

         
            Footnotes

            1It’s possible this is a piece of evidence I have lived in California a little too long.

            2Probably Lizzo.

            3There is an alternative scenario in which Trump disembarks Air Force One in Florida and is greeted by New York state troopers to be escorted back to New York to face justice for the many, many crimes he committed before and during his presidency.

            4Historians will refer to this period as “the era before bed-wetting.”

            5No shit. It was like being stuck in a very large elevator with three thousand of the worst people in America.

            6I’m kidding…I like Cleveland. It’s way better than a handful of cities in the former Russian republics. I really am kidding. I do like Cleveland. I swear.

            7This is only a minor difference from most Republican gatherings.

            8We now call these people Republicans.

            9Jeffrey Lord would return to the political wilderness after being fired from CNN for tweeting “Sieg Heil,” which in the end was probably inevitable.

            10Celebrities in the Jersey Shore sense of the word.

            11But also everyone else.

            12More likely, Don Jr. will be in prison or a nonextradition country by 2024.

            13If there is a theme to my 2016 political predictions, it’s a stunning consistency of incorrectness.

            14If you just threw your book, e-reader, or tablet out the window, I hope you retrieved it and finish the rest of the book.

            15The other 1 percent left the party and took jobs at MSNBC.

            16Notably, the Trump endorsee lost that very Republican seat to a Democrat.

            17Freedom from common sense.

            18Boehner cared about his own job security a lot more than anyone else’s, including the American people.

            19When Obama was in the Senate minority, he voted against a debt ceiling increase that was certain to pass and didn’t need his vote. He later said he regretted the vote (so don’t @ me).

            20White House, not CNN.

            21“Alleged” billionaire.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            Yes We Can v. Because We Can: Why Democrats Are Better but Win Less

         

         Democrats and Republicans in Washington are playing two different games with different sets of rules. A tweet by Ben Rosen, a writer for the comedy website Funny or Die, perfectly summarizes this dynamic:

         
            CHUCK SCHUMER (carefully reading rule book): ok let’s see how this monopoly game works…

             

            MITCH MCCONNELL: *steals all the monopoly money and also some real money and also throws schumer’s dog out the window*

             

            CHUCK SCHUMER: so apparently one [of] us gets to be a thimble.

         

         This tweet, while very funny, is unfair to Schumer, who has done an admirable job herding the cats of a fractious caucus that spans the ideological spectrum from Democratic Socialist1 to Republican lite.2 But it does reflect a larger truth that too many congressional Democrats are unwilling or unable to see this moment for what it is and the Republicans for who they are.

         Democrats and Republicans are not opposite sides of the same coin. The great asymmetry in American politics is that Democrats view political power as a means to an end, and Republicans view political power as an end in and of itself. In other words, Democrats want to do the right thing and Republicans want to win. Modern politics is a contest between two different philosophies. It’s “Yes We Can” versus “Because We Can.”

         McConnellism: Because We Can

         There is an amoral (and often immoral) nihilism to an approach that strives for political power for political power’s sake. All of a sudden everything is on the table to maintain and expand that power.

         That is the approach of the modern Republican Party, and no one embodies that approach more than Mitch McConnell.

         For these last many years, we have bemoaned Trump as an existential threat to American life and as an aspiring authoritarian. We have blamed everyone from the Russians to James Comey for Trump becoming president.

         But the true threat, the real person undermining democracy, and the real reason Trump is president is Mitch McConnell. He fostered the political environment where someone like Trump could thrive and helped deliver the election for Trump.

         Let’s take a tour of McConnell’s terribleness to learn who he is and why he is the worst person in American politics.3

         First, when the Obama administration uncovered that the Russians were interfering in the 2016 election to help Donald Trump, McConnell was the one who protected Trump. The Obama administration had a dilemma: The public had a right to know about Russia’s efforts before they voted, but how would it be possible for a Democratic administration to share that information without appearing to put their thumb on the scale? They hatched a plan to release a letter signed by all of the bipartisan congressional leadership and the administration detailing what they knew. The process was off to a good start. Paul Ryan’s staff was reportedly supportive of an initial draft.

         McConnell refused to sign the letter.

         There was not a question about the validity of the information. There was a strong consensus in the US Intelligence Community that Russia had initiated the hack and that they were doing it with the express purpose of helping Donald Trump. The latter was obvious since it was only the Democrats whose emails were being strategically released for maximum political impact.4 McConnell refused to sign the letter because he thought it would hurt Trump and the Republicans at the ballot box. This is not to say that McConnell was some sort of Trump superfan. He wasn’t, but there were several key Senate races in battleground states like Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, and New Hampshire. If Trump did poorly, there was a good chance the Republicans would lose control of the Senate. McConnell would rather remove his appendix with a dull spoon than give up an ounce of his political power.

         On one level, McConnell’s actions might seem rational. He is a Republican and he wants Republicans to win elections, so why would he do something that would make it less likely for Republicans to win elections? But on the other hand,

         AMERICA HAD JUST BEEN ATTACKED BY A FOREIGN POWER TRYING TO SUBVERT OUR DEMOCRACY IN ORDER TO INSTALL THE PRESIDENT OF THEIR CHOICE.5

         McConnell put his party and his political power ahead of what was best for America. Party above country. McConnell’s decision to help cover up the Russia scandal is even more notable because by all reports McConnell found Trump to be a numbskull of epic proportions.6

         Second, when Barack Obama came into office during the worst financial crisis since the Great Depression, McConnell had a choice: work with the new president to try to save the American economy or exploit the crisis for partisan gain. He chose the latter. As Alec MacGillis reported in The Cynic,7 his biography of McConnell, the then Senate minority leader told his fellow Republicans, “We begin to take him down, one issue at a time. We create an inventory of losses, so it’s Obama lost on this, Obama lost on that.” That’s exactly what McConnell did. He refused to work with Obama on the economic recovery package that was designed to pull America out of the financial crisis. McConnell made a decision to make the economy worse to improve his political prospects. People lost their jobs, their homes, and their retirement savings because McConnell opposed any action that would help the economy if he thought it would also help Obama. It is one of the most brazen examples of political cynicism in American history. Imagine if after 9/11, Democrats had refused to pass measures to provide aid to the victims and help New York City and the airlines recover to score political points against George W. Bush.

         Later on, McConnell was asked about his top priority. Think about the possible answers to this question—creating jobs, cutting taxes, fixing health care, helping the troops, or improving education.

         Nope.

         McConnell responded by saying, “The single most important thing we want to achieve is for President Obama to be a one-term president.” When McConnell said this, unemployment was in the double digits, American troops were fighting in two wars, and Osama bin Laden was still walking the earth. It’s not just the cynicism of the statement; it’s the chutzpah to say it out loud.

         McConnell is not dumb. This was not a slip of the tongue. It was whatever the opposite of virtue signaling is. He was sending a message to everyone in the Republican Party that winning elections was more important than helping America.

         Finally, the best example of McConnell’s “win at all costs” philosophy is his decision to swing the Supreme Court by holding Antonin Scalia’s seat open until after the 2016 election. The fact that this isn’t one of the greatest scandals in American history is a sign that McConnell and the Republicans have succeeded in convincing the media that cynicism is a virtue. Think about it this way—with support from nearly every Republican senator, McConnell rendered the Supreme Court potentially unable to rule for an entire year.

         McConnell wrapped his decision to steal a Supreme Court seat in the faux principle that Supreme Court vacancies should not be filled in election years. He argued that the voters should get to weigh in before a justice is given a lifetime appointment. He showed tremendous umbrage when anyone dared to question this incredibly important, completely made-up principle. In 2019, McConnell was asked by right-wing talk show host Hugh Hewitt8 whether he would support filling a vacancy in 2020 if one arose.

         McConnell didn’t miss a beat.

         “Absolutely.”

         Most people would be embarrassed by such naked cynicism. McConnell believes it was his greatest accomplishment. In an interview with Kentucky Today, McConnell said, “The decision I made not to fill the Supreme Court vacancy when Justice Scalia died was the most consequential decision I’ve made in my entire public career.”

         McConnell is right. It may even be one of the most consequential decisions of the decade, but not for the reason he thinks. McConnell potentially rigged the court for generations. But McConnell stealing a Supreme Court seat also changed politics—it laid bare the Republican strategy and gave Democrats an opportunity to respond.

         Yes We Can

         An optimism about America summarized by the slogan “Yes, We Can” powered Barack Obama’s rise to the White House. Obama had tremendous faith in the American people and a sincere belief in the possibility of better politics. The politics of “Yes, We Can” is a bet on an inherent idealism in the American people that emanated from his own life. The son of a single mother from Kansas with an absent father from Kenya rising to the White House is a story Obama believed could only come true in America.

         The optimism of Obama’s campaign can feel quaint and perhaps naive with the knowledge of what would happen to American politics in the years to come.

         However, it’s important to remember the political and historical context for Obama’s White House run. By 2007, Democrats were coming off two losing presidential elections and a growing amount of grassroots frustration at poll-tested cautious centrism. This frustration came from several things.

         
            
	The Clintonian9 strategy of triangulation where politicians adopt the position equidistant between liberal Democrats and conservative Republicans. This strategy helped Clinton win some elections but led to policy atrocities like welfare reform and the Defense of Marriage Act, both of which were needlessly cruel in order to appeal to “swing voters.”
        
                  

               	An obsession with poll testing everything from the policy agenda to where the Clintons should go on vacation.10
        
                  

               	A Democratic approach to policy making that focused on small-bore, poll-tested issues that appealed to everyone and angered no one—an approach embodied by Bill Clinton relentlessly touting school uniforms and V-chips for televisions.

               	Democratic support for the Iraq War. Too many Democrats were willing to put their stamp of approval on George W. Bush’s decision to invade the country that did NOT attack us on 9/11 in part because they were afraid of being tarred as “weak on terrorism.”

            



         Obama’s campaign was in many ways a campaign against this version of “politics as usual.” This approach came naturally to him. Obama wasn’t a “usual” politician. He was a natural campaigner and the most talented politician of his generation, but he didn’t love the transactional nature of politics where everyone wants something in exchange for everything. Obama would often say during that first campaign that while he very much wanted to win, he was comfortable losing the election.11 He hadn’t planned to run for president. As a relative newcomer on the national political scene, he didn’t have the battle scars of endless political wars or the well-worn political caution that comes from too many years in the nation’s capital. Therefore, he often embraced politically risky positions like the Affordable Care Act.

         This approach makes me proud to be a Democrat and even prouder to have worked for Obama.

         Political courage is something to be celebrated in our elected officials, and a return to an era when presidents poll their vacation destinations would be a gigantic mistake. The times we live in call for big, bold action on the economy, health care, immigration, civil rights, voting rights, and so many other issues. Policy incrementalism and mushy-middle centrism as strategies should be permanently retired to the political boneyard.

         But politics doesn’t have to be a choice between doing the right thing and doing the smart thing.

         Democrats like to say that “good policy is good politics.” It’s a noble idea and one we loved to tell ourselves in the Obama administration. It’s also sort of true. At least in the sense that bad policy is bad politics. In 2018, the Republicans suffered mightily at the polls in part because they chose to pass an unpopular and poorly constructed tax cut that primarily benefited the wealthy.12

         Good policy executed well is better than bad policy executed poorly, but good policy alone isn’t a political strategy.

         Politics isn’t just about policy. It’s also about power—who has it, who doesn’t, and how it is used.

         As Democrats we have traditionally been uncomfortable with actions that are strictly about achieving additional political power. Too often we shy away from ideas that would shift the balance of power in favor of the Democratic Party—even when they are the right thing to do.

         The Republican approach to politics is quite different…to say the least.

         The Asshole Advantage

         Democrats must come to terms with the fact that despite some important electoral and political victories, Republicans have been winning the long war for power in American politics.

         And this happened despite the fact that:

         
	Republican policies are less popular than Democratic policies;

            	Trump’s poll numbers are consistently and historically low;

            	McConnell’s approval numbers make Trump’s look like Oprah’s;13
        
               

            	Democrats outnumber Republicans in the country.

         

There was a time when the Republicans were the party of Reagan.14 They had “Smaller government, less taxes” tattooed on their political souls. That time is no more. At some point over the last couple of decades, the Republicans officially abandoned conservative policy for consistent power as their reason for being. This shift advantages Republicans because it allows them to pick whatever path is most politically beneficial at the time. They are unburdened by principles, prior positions, morality, and in some cases by a compulsion to follow the law. Republican politicians have trained their voters to root for the jersey no matter what they do on (or off) the field.15

         Democrats do not have that freedom. We are governed by a set of ideological commitments to which our voters hold us. Obama said he was going to pass a health-care bill, and therefore he felt an obligation—morally and politically—to pass one even though doing so would almost certainly hurt his political prospects in the short term and maybe the long term. Had Obama not taken on the issues he campaigned on, his supporters would have rightly felt betrayed. This is not a burden that Republican politicians feel or one imposed by Republican voters. For Republican voters, winning is often enough.16 What comes after does not matter so much as long as it’s followed by more winning. Policy and ideology are secondary to power.

         This ideological flexibility17 is an advantage and a necessity to keep together a party that is increasingly dependent on the votes of white men who are struggling in this economy and the money of the billionaires who are profiting off that struggle.

         The Republican Party transitioned from an organization united by a conservative ideology into an incoherent coalition of conflicting interests bound together by an opposition to a changing America.

         George W. Bush ran as a small-government conservative, but when he wanted to secure the votes of senior citizens, he passed a bill to help pay for their prescription drugs. Bush’s plan made government much bigger, not smaller, and happened to add hundreds of billions of dollars to the deficit. There was no ideology or policy principle driving this decision. The Bush campaign thought they needed to do better with seniors in Florida, so previous positions be damned.18

         When Obama proposed the Affordable Care Act, the Republicans were all of a sudden small-government conservatives again. They put on tricornered hats and engaged in Revolutionary War cosplay because Obama was—you guessed it—expanding government. It didn’t matter that the ACA, unlike Bush’s plan, didn’t add a penny to the deficit.

         When Bush was president, America had a massive surplus. Vice President Cheney declared that deficits didn’t matter and spent the entire surplus on a huge tax cut that primarily benefited the wealthy and did nothing to juice the economy. When Obama was president, the Republicans had a performative panic attack about the deficit. They claimed that the US economy was on the verge of collapse because of a growing mountain of debt (most of which came from unpaid tax cuts and wars enacted by Republicans). When Donald Trump became president, Republicans passed a $1 trillion tax cut. And how much of it did the deficit-conscious, small-government party insist was paid for by cutting spending in other areas?

         Zero. And all of the deficit Chicken Littles were nowhere to be found.

         There is probably no better example of Republican ideological flexibility than immigration. When George W. Bush was president, Republicans thought it was in their interest to be the party that passed immigration reform. The political logic was simple if cynical—deliver on the top policy priority of the Latino community, which just happens to be the fastest-growing bloc of voters. When Obama was president, they opposed a similar immigration law for the same cynical reason. Obama had promised to pass immigration reform early in his term. The Republicans believed that if they could force him to break that promise, it would depress Latino turnout in Obama’s reelection campaign. When that strategy failed in 2012, the Republicans decided they needed to be for immigration reform. Everyone from Rupert Murdoch to John Boehner to anti-immigrant crusaders like Sean Hannity19 endorsed the concept of passing an immigration-reform bill that looked exactly like the one they opposed a few years earlier. But when it became clear that making an appeal to Latino voters would anger their overwhelmingly white base, the Republicans flopped back. When Trump became president, nearly every Republican fell in line with his hard-line policies and inflammatory rhetoric. Not because they believed it, but because they thought it was good for the party politically.

         Changing positions is not inherently bad—far from it. Politicians and political parties have “evolved” on issues since the beginning of time. And frankly, we should encourage politicians to revisit their long-held views as new facts emerge and social mores evolve. But that’s not what the modern Republican Party has done. It has only one principle and that principle is winning.

         Playing the game against people who will do anything to win while you adhere to the rules is a losing proposition. It has put Democrats at a decided disadvantage, especially when too many Democrats remain blind to who the Republicans are and why they do what they do.

         Trump’s election didn’t turn the Republican Party into a nihilistic, win-at-all-costs, political-racketeering scheme. The fact that the Republican Party is a nihilistic, win-at-all-costs, political-racketeering scheme is what led to the election of Trump.

         Don’t Be a Paler Shade of Orange

         Time feels like a flat circle in the Trump era. It’s almost easy to forget that it wasn’t that long ago that Obama was president, Trump was headed to an embarrassing defeat, and millions of Americans had champagne on ice to toast the election of the first woman president of the United States.

         It is disorienting to think about where we are, how we got here, and how far we have come from the days of hope and change.20

         As we are wont to do, Democrats have been in a continuous debate about how to respond to the assholery of Donald Trump and the radicalization of the Republican Party. The debate is never ending and rarely fruitful. It’s half wishful thinking and half ax grinding about the 2016 primary.

         Should we be Clintonian centrists21 who can win over “swing voters”? Should we be economically populist and establishment-suspicious Bernie-crats? Obama-like hope meisters? Democratic Socialists? New Democrats? Old Democrats? Fighters? Lovers? Uniters? Dividers?

         In the midst of this debate, the most dangerous strain of argument is that we should adopt the strategies of McConnell and Trump. Some argue that the only way to beat Trump is to be Trump. On one hand, you can see the appeal of this argument. Trump and the Republicans smash norms, break laws, and lie through their teeth with seemingly no consequences.

         If Democrats keep doing the right thing and losing and Republicans do all the wrong things and win, why not emulate them? Is being able to sleep at night really worth anything if you are sleeping at night in an America ruled by rapacious billionaires on a polluted, melting planet with women’s health laws that make The Handmaid’s Tale look like a romantic comedy?

         Even if we could put morality and the capacity for shame aside, there is an even more fundamental problem with a paler shade of orange approach to politics: it won’t work. The Democratic and Republican bases are very different.22 They have different desires, different needs, and different fears. An approach that works for Republicans not only won’t work for Democrats, but it will likely have the opposite effect. The Republican base responds to fear, and Democrats respond to hope. To win elections, we need to inspire nonvoters to become voters. To win elections, Republicans need to fire up their base while keeping everyone else from voting via cynicism and/or suppression. The most effective Republican strategy is to throw around so much mud that the bright lines of difference between the parties are blurred. Trump and the Republicans pursued this strategy with devastating efficacy in 2016. Somewhere down deep in his dark soul, Trump knows he can’t convince people he is good, but he can convince people that his opponent is bad. By hammering Hillary Clinton about her ties to Wall Street, her secrecy, and the donors to the Clinton Foundation, Trump was able to convince enough people that he and Clinton were equally problematic. This led some potential Clinton voters to stay home, some to vote for third-party candidates, and some to take a flyer on Trump.

         But we also have to acknowledge that a lot of what we have done hasn’t worked. Democrats have won some elections—but not nearly enough. Democrats have accomplished a lot of policy goals—but not close to as many as we should. Republicans have racked up wins with long-term consequences for the Democratic Party and American democracy. To win this battle, we have to stop playing by an old set of rules. We have to adapt to a new type of politics that fuses the hopeful idealism of Barack Obama with the realism that comes from the knowledge that someone like Trump can become president of the United States. We have to match the Republicans not in cynicism, but in strategy and toughness. Like John F. Kennedy, Democrats need to become “idealists without illusions.”

         
            Footnotes

            1Bernie Sanders.

            2Joe Manchin.

            3Yes, even worse than Paul Ryan.

            4The Russians released John Podesta’s emails within hours of the Access Hollywood tape surfacing.

            5Seriously, WTF?????

            6McConnell being terrible but far from stupid is a theme of this chapter.

            7Great title.

            8Hewitt is a microcosm of the Republican Party. He was a one-time Trump opponent who became a Trump supporter to save his failing radio show. He defended a corrupt Trump cabinet member with whom he had a secret financial relationship and now broadcasts from inside Trump’s posterior.

            9Bill, not Hillary.

            10This is a real thing that happened. Clinton went on vacation in the mountains in a red state instead of the beach in a blue state because it polled better.

            11Obama is insanely competitive in all things. He talked trash to me about kicking my ass at poker for approximately eight years.

            12Great job, Paul Ryan!

            13Oprah is popular.

            14To be clear, this is nothing to be proud of. Reagan was objectively terrible on many levels. Unlike Trump, he hid his terribleness with an affable persona and a love for jelly beans.

            15Basically, Republican voters are New England Patriots fans, which makes sense given that the owner, coach, and star quarterback of the Patriots all support Trump (sorry, Tommy and Jon). The fact-checkers tried to stop me from including this footnote, I won’t be dissuaded by their nitpicking.

            16The one inviolable Republican principle is giving men more control over women’s bodies.
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