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PREFACE



In autumn 2019, I updated the text of The Case for Trump both to account for events subsequent to the book’s publication in March 2019 and to correct any errors in the original text. Otherwise, the book remains unchanged since its initial appearance. Its original prognoses seem more or less confirmed by events that followed in 2019: the Mueller investigation found no actionable Trump crime, the US economy continued to boom in 2019, the country would become further polarized, and the media, academia, and elite coastal culture would persist in demonizing Trump supporters, whom they would still fail to comprehend.


The Case for Trump explains why Donald J. Trump won the 2016 election—and why I and 62,984,827 other Americans (46 percent of the popular vote) supported him on Election Day. I also hope readers of the book will learn why Trump’s critics increasingly despise rather than just oppose him. Often their venom reveals as much about themselves and their visions for the country as it does about their opposition to the actual record of governance of the mercurial Trump.


Donald Trump ran as an abject outsider. He is now our first American president without either prior political or military experience. Frustrated voters in 2016 saw that unique absence of a political résumé as a plus, not a drawback, and so elected a candidate initially deemed to have no chance of becoming president. Since then, most polls suggest that few of those who voted for Trump have developed any change of heart, despite three of the most tumultuous and controversial years in presidential history.


The near-septuagenarian billionaire candidate, unlike his rivals in the primaries, did not need any money, and had little requirement in the primaries to raise any from others. Name recognition was no problem. He already was famous—or rather notorious. He took risks, given that he did not care whether the coastal elite hated his guts. These realities unexpectedly usually proved advantages, given that much of the country instead wanted someone—perhaps almost anyone—to ride in and fix things that compromised political professionals would not dare do. With Trump, anything was now felt by his backers to be doable. His sometimes scary message was that what could not be fixed could be dismantled.


Trump challenged more than the agendas and assumptions of the political establishment. His method of campaigning and governing, indeed his very manner of speech and appearance, was an affront to the Washington political classes and media—and to the norms of political discourse and behavior. His supporters saw the hysterical outrage that Trump instilled instead as a catharsis. His uncouthness, even if it was at times antithetical to their own code of conduct, was greeted by them as a long-needed comeuppance to the doublespeak and hedging that characterized modern politics.


Both before and during his presidency, Trump became the old silent majority’s pushback to the new, loud progressive minority’s orthodoxy. His voters quite liked the idea that others loathed him. The hysterics of Trump’s opponents at last disclosed to the public the real toxic venom that they had always harbored for the “deplorables” and “irredeemables.” The media and the progressive opposition never quite caught on that trading insults with Donald Trump was unwise, at least if they wished to cling to the pretense that contemporary journalists and politicians were somehow professional, balanced, and civic minded. As president, Trump doubled down on his provocative pronouncements, from illegal immigration to cultural fissures of race and gender. His enemies responded to each with allegations of racism or insanity. Swing voters and neutrals suggested that Trump was more likely deliberately baiting or “trolling” his opponents—and often wished he would cease. Trump’s base bragged that he was playing “three-dimensional” chess by drawing out the real—and mostly unpalatable—views of his increasingly exasperated censors.


Yet Trump also said and did things that were also long overdue in the twilight of the seventy-three-year-old post-war order, both at home and abroad. Or as former secretary of state Henry Kissinger remarked cryptically in July 2018 of the fiery pot that Trump had stirred overseas: “I think Trump may be one of those figures in history who appears from time to time to mark the end of an era and to force it to give up its old pretense.”


Trumpism on the campaign trail and after the election was also a political belief that the interior of the country should not be written off as an aging and irrelevant backwater. It was not its own fault that it had missed out on globalization. Nor had midwestern red and purple states become permanently politically neutered by either new demographics or their own despair at the new centers of cultural and financial power on the coasts. Instead, America’s once industrial heartland was poised for a renaissance if given the chance. Voters who believed that promise could in the heartland’s eleventh hour still win Trump an election.


Perhaps most importantly, Trump was not Hillary Clinton. After the primaries are over, most presidential elections rarely become choices between seasoned political pros and amateur outsiders, or good nominees versus bad ones. They are usually decisions about tolerable and less tolerable candidates.


Both Clinton and Trump entered the 2016 race amid scandal. But Clinton’s miscreant behavior was viewed as quite different. She had almost always been in the public eye, either as a first lady, a senator, and secretary of state, or a campaigner for and surrogate of her husband and a candidate herself. In other words, Hillary Clinton’s life had been embedded in high-stakes politics. After the 2016 election, Clinton had no vocation other than politics and, predictably, spent a year regurgitating her loss and blaming a variety of things and people for her stunning defeat. Hillary, like her husband, had leveraged public offices to end up a multimillionaire many times over—well apart from the serial scandals of Whitewater, cattle-future speculations, the demonization of Bill Clinton’s liaisons, the Clinton Foundation’s finances, the Benghazi fiasco, the Uranium One deal, the unauthorized use of a private email server as secretary of state, and the hiring of Christopher Steele to compile a dossier on Donald Trump. Hillary also somehow became quite rich by monetizing the likelihood that she eventually would be the spouse of the president, or later, and far more lucratively, the president herself.


Trump’s sins (e.g., multiple bankruptcies, failed product lines, endless lawsuits, creepy sexual scandals, loud public spats, crude language, and gratuitous cruelty), in contrast, were seen as those of a self-declared multibillionaire wheeler-dealer in private enterprise. His past tawdriness was regrettable and at times he had found himself in legal trouble. But Trump had not yet abused the people’s trust by acting unethically while in office—even if the default reason was that he had never yet held elected or appointed positions. Voters in 2016 preferred an authentic bad boy of the private sector to the public’s disingenuous good girl. Apparently, uncouth authenticity trumped insincere conventionality.


Donald Trump’s agenda also arose as the antithesis to the new Democratic Party of Barack Obama. After 2008, Democrats were increasingly candid in voicing socialist bromides. And they were many, including open borders, identity politics, higher taxes, more government regulation, free college tuition, single-payer government-run health care, taxpayer-subsidized green energy, rollbacks of fossil-fuel production, and a European Union–like foreign policy. Progressives talked up these leftist visions mostly among themselves without much idea how they sounded to a majority quite unlike themselves. To be called a socialist was now a proud badge of honor, no longer to be written off as a right-wing slur. By late 2018, Trump’s Democratic critics, fueled by pick-ups in the 2018 midterm elections, were, in Jacobin fashion, venturing far left beyond the Obama years. They were not shy about calling for the abolition of the US Immigration and Customs Enforcement and were courting openly avowed socialist candidates while advocating reparations, a wealth tax, abortion to include permissible infanticide, a 70 to 90 percent top income-tax bracket, and the allowance of sixteen-year-olds and ex-felons to vote.


Yet these supposedly populist proposals had always proved an anathema to the traditional working classes of rural America as well as to urban blue-collar industrial workers and many of the self-employed. Democrats also advanced them with a cultural disdain for the lower middle classes and rural people in general. Twenty-first-century progressivism had become increasingly pyramidal, perhaps best called “oligarchical socialism,” with the extremely wealthy advocating for redistribution for the poor. Elites not subject to the ramifications of their own policies ruled from on top. The subsidized poor answered them from far below. Both barely disguised a shared disdain for the struggle of most of those in between.


The Republican traditional answer to such Democratic overreach after 2009 had resulted in historic electoral gains in state and local offices, and the recapture of the US Congress. Yet Republicans had not won a presidential vote with a 51 percent plurality since 1988. They had lost the popular vote in five out of the six preceding elections. Something clearly had gone wrong with Republican leadership at the national level. Bob Dole, the late John McCain, Mitt Romney, and other establishmentarians proved hardly effective mastheads.


The Republicans also had their own sort of unpopular dogmas in addition to uninspiring national candidates. Fair trade was seen as less important than free trade. Illegal immigration was largely ignored to ensure inexpensive unskilled labor for businesses. Constant overseas interventions were seen as the necessary wages of global leadership. Huge annual budget deficits were ignored. A powerful and rich United States could supposedly afford both trade deficits and to underwrite ossified military alliances and optional adventures. The culture and concerns of the two coasts mattered more than what was in between, as if both Democrats and Republicans would draw their talent from and serve first those on the Eastern and Western seaboards.


All these themes—who the outlier Trump was and how he behaved, the anger of the red-state interior, the unattractive alternative of Hillary Clinton, the progressive takeover of the Democratic Party, and the inept Republican response to it—frame each chapter of this book.


Yet if candidate Trump should have been elected, does president Trump warrant such confidence? Has he pursued a positive agenda, rather than just being against what the two-party establishment had been for, and has his controversial and often chaotic governance nevertheless proven effective?


At the end of his second year in office, the answer was yes. The Case for Trump argues that at home the economy in Trump’s first six hundred days was better than at any time in the last decade. Massive deregulation, stepped-up energy production, tax cuts, increased border enforcement, and talking up the American brand produced a synergistic economic upswing, as evidenced by gross domestic product (GDP) growth, a roaring stock market, and near record unemployment. Abroad, Trump restored military deterrence, and questioned the previously unquestionable assumptions of the global status quo, both the nostrums of our friends and the ascendance of our enemies. The obdurate Never Trump Republicans of 2016 by mid-2018 had become either largely irrelevant or had begun to support the Trump agenda. And when this current update in autumn 2019 was written, Trump was still enjoying an annualized strong GDP growth, 3.8 percent unemployment, record-low minority unemployment, a volatile but still record-high stock market, low interest rates, little inflation, and huge increases in assembly and manufacturing jobs.


These themes frame the formal plan of this book. The argument covers the four years since Trump announced his presidential bid in July 2015 to late 2019, as he neared the end of the third year of his presidency.


Part 1, the first three chapters of the book, explore (1) the nature of a divided America that Trump found and leveraged, (2) the signature issues by which he as a candidate successfully massaged that split, and (3) the clever use of his own person to fuel his often-divisive message.


As for those challenging Trump for the Republican nomination, part 2’s three chapters review all the anemic alternatives to Trump that prepared his pathway to election. The steady move leftward of the Democratic Party made victory far easier for Trump. Democrats were no longer much interested in the plight of the white working class.


Early on, Trump also counted on the inability of out-of-touch Republicans to galvanize conservative voters. Republicans had become stereotyped as a party at the national level of persuasive abstractions and logical think-tank theories. Wall Street, the US Chamber of Commerce, and the Republican Party could not convince the lost half of America that doctrinaire agendas would do much for anyone anytime soon—and, most germanely, were unable to galvanize four to six million key voters in the swing states of the Midwest to come out to the polls and vote for a Republican national candidate.


Just as importantly, Trump argued that both parties were embedded deeply within the shadow government of the “deep state.” For Trump, that vague and controversial term could mean almost whatever he wished. Sometimes it was an amorphous bureaucratic beast that had taken on a life of its own to transcend politics and become parasitic. Its main aim was no longer public service, but to survive and multiply. The insidious power and reach of the IRS, of unelected law-making justices, of the intelligence agencies, of the social welfare bureaucracies, and of the regulatory agencies increasingly controlled, frightened, and sickened Americans.


So Trump blasted this “swamp” that, he claimed, had targeted his candidacy. His them-us rhetoric galvanized voters of both parties in a way not seen in the quarter century since the sloppy populism of third-party candidate Ross Perot.


In part 3, I examine Trump’s three larger themes that framed his political agenda: America was no longer great, at least as it once had been; he was certainly not Hillary Clinton; and somebody in some sense “unpresidential” was sorely needed in the White House. Trump nonstop warned of American decline and he promised to make the next generation’s lives better than those of their parents’. Trump’s “Make America Great” theme, however, was neither rosy optimism nor gloom-and-doom declinism. Instead, it came off to half the country as “can do-ism”: an innately great people had let the wrong politicians drive their country into a quagmire. But it still could be led out of the morass to reclaim rapidly its former greatness by simply swapping leaders and agendas. The problem was one of the spirit and mind, not a dearth of resources, enemies at the gates, or a failed economic or social system.


Trump also hammered on the particular unsuitability of the insider Hillary Clinton. He turned Clinton into not just another corrupt politician (“crooked Hillary”) or a liberal bogeywoman. She was now also emblemized as a tired, careerist government totem and, thus, by extension, the icon of what was wrong with conventional American politics.


Both as candidate and president, Trump also was judged by his critics in the media in an ahistorical vacuum, without much appreciation that prior presidents had on occasion adopted his brand of invective without commensurate criticism, given the pre-internet age and a media that was often seen in the past as an extension of the Oval Office. In addition, Trump’s method and message could not be separated, either by critics or supporters. If other politicians had adopted his policies, but delivered them in the manner of Jeb Bush or Marco Rubio, then they would have likely failed to get elected, and if elected likely not carried them all out. Yet if different candidates had embraced Bush or Rubio agendas, but talked and tweeted like Trump, they would have certainly flopped even more so.


In part 4, I assess the volatile Trump presidency, which began without a honeymoon. From the morning after his victory, he met hysterical efforts to thwart his agenda and soon to abort his presidency. Unlike prior Republican presidents, Trump saw the hatred of the Left as an existential challenge. As a sometimes former liberal, perhaps Trump was shocked at the animosity he incurred, given that he had always before easily navigated among the cultural and political Left of Manhattan. But now, candidate and president Trump would either defeat the “fake news” press or it would surely crush him. There could be no draw, no truce, no reconciliation. No quarter was asked, none received. Trump never bought into the decorum that a president never stoops to answer cheap criticism. Rather, he insisted that he even must be petty and answer everything and always in kind, or often more crudely than his attackers.


I end part 4 with a critique of Trump’s governance through his first eighteen months in office and show how he achieved initial economic and foreign policy results not seen in a generation, while in this present updated edition, I include events through August 2019.


A brief epilogue speculates on the lasting effect, if any, of Trump’s efforts at national renewal in general—and, in particular, as the 2020 elections near, on whether Trumpism has changed the conservative movement or the Republican Party in any lasting way.


I end with a few notes of caution. I wrote the first draft of this book in mid-2018, after about six hundred days of the Trump presidency. Given the failure of the polls in 2016 and a collective loss of confidence in their predictive accuracy, a mostly anti-Trump mainstream media, and Trump’s own volatility, it is impossible to calibrate the ultimate fate of the Trump administration or even the course of events in the next week, much less the next 860 days. The same logic holds for the present edition. I have not changed any argument in light of events that have transpired in the last year. But that confidence does not mean that the status of Trump, as I write now in August 2019, will be the same in January 2019. We are in volatile times, analogous to 1861 or 1968, and anything that can happen often has.


One example of this Trump paradox of polling contrary to popular wisdom is illustrative. In mid-July 2018, Trump was pronounced by experts in Washington to have suffered the worst ten days of his presidency. Furor met his supposedly star-crossed Russian summit. Then there was the subsequent clearly sloppy press conference with Russian president Putin in Helsinki, Finland, that earned stinging criticism from even Republican pundits and politicians. Trump traded barbs with his now indicted former lawyer and likely government witness Michael Cohen. CNN released an example of attorney Cohen’s secretly recorded old conversations with Trump about possible payments to a long-ago paramour. More media predictions about the course of Robert Mueller’s nonending investigation focused on obstruction and conspiracy. Yet in the NBC/WSJ poll, Trump through it all climbed a point to a 45 percent favorability rating—with near-record approval from Republicans. Critics publicly rejoiced that Trump still did not win 50 percent approval, but privately they feared that the paradoxes and ironies that had accompanied his improbable 2016 victory were still poorly understood—and still in play.




The same phenomenon occurred again in late July 2019. Trump was pilloried for responding to the ceaseless attacks of the “Squad,” the self-referenced nickname for four first-term congressional representatives, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (D-NY), Ilhan Omar (D-MN), Ayanna Pressley (D-MA), and Rashida Tlaib (D-MI). They all came into office with the forty-seat Democratic pickup of the 2018 midterms. Three of these freshwomen were first- or second-generation immigrants. All were of like-mind, hard-left with unapologetic race, class, and gender agendas—and insistent that a flawed United States was at last exposed as toxic under the Trump presidency.


Trump responded with a Twitter storm of counter-invectives and suggested that those who were so unhappy in America could always go to their ancestral homes and return more enlightened:




So interesting to see ‘Progressive’ Democrat Congresswomen, who originally came from countries whose governments are a complete and total catastrophe, the worst, most corrupt and inept anywhere in the world (if they even have a functioning government at all), now loudly and viciously telling the people of the United States, the greatest and most powerful Nation on earth, how our government is to be run.


Why don’t they go back and help fix the totally broken and crime infested places from which they came. Then come back and show us how it is done. These places need your help badly, you can’t leave fast enough. I’m sure that Nancy Pelosi would be very happy to quickly work out free travel arrangements!





Trump claimed that he wasn’t advocating deportations for US citizens but rather was trying to embarrass the four congresswomen as ingrates for not appreciating the vast difference between the United States and their families’ original homelands. But, of course, his own base seemed to catch the supposed intent of Trump’s counterattack. At one of his rallies, the boisterous crowd shouted “Send her back!”—a likely reference to Trump’s chief antagonist, Somali-born Rep. Omar.


The Democrats and media pounced, accusing Trump of racism, nativism, xenophobia, and misogyny in suggesting that any of the four, all US citizens, might prefer to leave, given their unadulterated criticism of America. Trump later almost chastised his rally crowd for insensitivity but double-down on his logic that unhappy Americans might find more temporary, conducive conditions elsewhere. He claimed that his actual tweet never mentioned either names or forcible deportation, only an invitation for critics to revisit their “broken and crime infested places from which they came” and return to the United States. Trump’s problem was that most people understood that he was implying, with a wink and nod, that at least two native-born, second-generation US citizens (Reps. Omar and Tlaib) were somehow still not quite Americans.


Many congressional Republicans and conservative journalists winced—both at what Trump had said and the off-topic optics of an old white man squaring off against four young women of color. Yet in counterintuitive fashion, Trump’s polls among Republicans shot up seven points. In general polling he soared to near 50 percent approval in a few major surveys, the magic number that incumbent presidents often feel ensures reelection—likely not due to purported racism but because the “Squad’s” polls were even more anemic than Trump’s.


Donald Trump’s political career started in mid-2015 when he announced his presidential candidacy. Although Trump was a prior tabloid celebrity, and had voiced often conflicting views in print and on television on a wide range of issues, we learned the details of his politics and leadership mostly from three years of campaigning and governance. Given that paucity of information, for analyses of Trump’s rhetoric, agenda, and record I draw freely on evidence and quotations from both his campaign and brief presidency. That is a legitimate chronological conflation of material for at least two reasons.


So far Trump has proved to be one of the rare presidents who has attempted to do what he said he would. He has also not acted much differently from 2017 to 2019 from how he said he would from 2015 to 2016. That continuum is why his critics understandably fear him, and why his hard-core supporters often seem to relish their terror.


Only after the election did Trump’s critics more boldly express their contempt for his supporters. Their disgust was unwise to vent fully when it was still crucial to win swing states. What blue-state America really felt about Trump’s voters in 2016 often fully emerged only during 2017 to 2019, when it was a question not of winning a close election but of delegitimizing a presidency.


I often speak of the “Trump voter” or the “Trump base.” Yet those supporters were not necessarily synonymous with the “Republican base” or even the “conservative base.” Instead, they were a new mishmash of older, loosely defined interests that often were the mirror images of those of Ross Perot, the Ronald Reagan candidacy, and the Tea Party. They could be Democrats, Independents, or (more often) discontented Republicans. Trump could not win the presidency or maintain his support without them, but he also could not succeed only with them. They were instead the force multipliers that allowed a Republican president to win in key states thought unwinnable. And yet they were usually not necessarily assets transferable to other establishment Republican candidates.


Trump is not just a political phenomenon. His person dominates the news, the popular culture, and the world’s attention. About Trump, no one is neutral, no one calm. All agree that Trump meant to do something big, either undoing the last half century of American progressivism, or sparking a cultural and political renaissance like no other president since Franklin Delano Roosevelt, or crashing the traditional American political establishment and its norms of behavior altogether. All knew that he was no Bush, no Clinton or Obama. Americans accepted that reality from the first day they met Trump in his new role as a politician and had their impressions confirmed each day of his presidency.


Finally, I note that I have never met Donald Trump. I have never been offered, sought, or accepted any appointment from the Trump administration. Nor have I been in communications with members of the Trump campaign and have not sought out anyone in the administration. Living on a farm in central California can preclude inside knowledge of Washington politics, but, on the upside, it also allows some distance and thereby I hope objectivity.


I wish to thank Jennifer Hanson, Bruce Thornton, David Berkey, Megan Ring, and my literary agents Glen Hartley and Lynn Chu for offering valuable improvements to the manuscript, along with Lara Heimert, my editor at Basic Books, for both her constructive criticism and encouragement. For the past fifteen years I have enjoyed the support of and residence at the Hoover Institution of Stanford University and the encouragement of its former and present directors, John Raisian and Thomas Gilligan. I owe a special debt of gratitude for the continued direct help of Hoover overseers Martin Anderson; Lew Davies; Jim Jameson; Robert, Rebekah, and Jennifer Mercer; Roger Mertz; Jeremiah Milbank; and Victor Trione, as well as the confidence and support of Roger and Susan Hertog. Roger for over a decade has been a treasured friend who has offered me invaluable insight on a variety of issues.


Trump is a polarizing figure whose very name prompts controversy that soon turns to acrimony. My aim again in The Case for Trump is to explain why he ran for president, why he surprised his critics in winning the 2016 Republican primaries and general election, and why, despite media frenzy and the nonstop Twitter bombast, Trump’s appointments and his record of governance have improved the economy, found a rare mean between an interventionist foreign policy and isolationism, and taken on a toxic establishment and political culture that long ago needed an accounting.


Victor Davis Hanson


Selma, California















Introduction


MEET DONALD J. TRUMP




Ordinary men usually manage public affairs better than their more gifted fellows.


—Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War (spoken by Cleon, son of Cleaenetus)




On June 16, 2015, voters met sixty-nine-year-old flamboyant billionaire, and now Republican presidential candidate, Donald J. Trump at his own eponymous Manhattan high-rise.


The outsider offered no apologies for promising to be the first successful presidential candidate to have no political experience. Trump came down on his escalator, ready for the beginning of a nonending war with the press and civil strife within his party. He postured like Caesar easily crossing the forbidden Rubicon and forcing an end to the old politics as usual.


Trump arrived with few if any campaign handlers. He soon bragged that he preferred an unorthodox small staff to ensure immunity from political contamination altogether. He boasted that he would pay for his own campaign. “I’m using my own money. I’m not using the lobbyists. I’m not using donors. I don’t care. I’m really rich.”


But if the legendarily parsimonious billionaire planned to use mostly his own funds, then he was likely to run the most outspent presidential campaign in history—at least in the general election. Sure enough, by Election Day, Hillary Clinton would raise almost half a billion dollars more than Donald Trump’s roughly $600 million and still lose the Electoral College vote. Trump seemed oddly naïve about the reality that in presidential politics the rub is not so much about having lots of your own money, but rather the ability to get lots more of other people’s money.


What followed was the strangest presidential candidate’s announcement speech in memory. Trump’s stream-of-consciousness talk went on and off—and back on—script. Reporters were stunned but also mesmerized by his lowbrow, sometimes crude tone and its content.


Politicos immediately dubbed Trump’s rants political suicide. They were aghast not so much about what he said, but that he said it at all. Some pros boasted that his first campaign speech would likely be his last.


Unlike most all politicians, Trump did not hide that he was egotistical (“I beat China all the time. All the time!”) and bombastic (“I will be the greatest jobs president that God ever created”). He did not care that he fibbed (“Even our nuclear arsenal doesn’t work”). Much less did he worry that he was politically incorrect (“We get Bergdahl. We get a traitor. We get a no-good traitor.”). No politician had spoken remotely like that since Ross Perot or Pat Buchanan. And neither of them had come close to winning the presidency.


I listened to determine whether Trump had any persuasive arguments. He did. Lots of them, even if not all were relevant campaign issues. I did not know whether Trump companies did well in China. But I certainly had read of worrisome problems about the readiness of the American nuclear arsenal. Former national security advisor Susan Rice had misled the country about the desertion of Sergeant Bowe Bergdahl in claiming he had served “with honor and distinction.” In truth, he was a traitor of sorts who left his fellow soldiers on the front lines in Afghanistan on June 30, 2009, and walked out to be captured by the Taliban, endangering others who would look for him.


Unlike Barack Obama’s similar “I,” “I,” “I” repetitiveness, Trump’s first-person monotony could be strangely addictive. He was capable of saying anything to anyone at any time and anywhere. Shock followed because Trump supposedly should never have said what is not to be said—or at least not to be said in the way that he said it. Yet he had a unique ability to convey a truth that was rarely spoken, even as he exaggerated details.


How could you categorize Trump? He sounded neither orthodox Republican, nor consistent with his own often liberal past. Trump did not just damn unfair trade. He slandered China. But he still did so with a strange sort of admiration for its ability so easily to swindle America. In Trump’s world, commercial cheating and China were synonymous: “When was the last time anybody saw us beating, let’s say, China in a trade deal? They kill us.” That assertion seemed self-evident.


Economic gurus scoffed at the specter of tariffs. Yet turn to the Wall Street Journal and there were also daily stories of flagrant Chinese trade violations and confiscations of American technology. These sensational news accounts were often accompanied by editorials assuring readers that the ensuing nearly $350 billion annual trade deficits were no big deal. But if so, why did a cagey China seek to increase them so much? And if China violated environmental, labor, financial, copyright, patent, and commercial regulations to accrue such huge surpluses, what remedies were there for redress, given past presidential rhetoric, both harsh and appeasing, had utterly failed?


Most politicians routinely called for “comprehensive immigration reform,” but without ever defining what they meant. Or rather, representatives knew all too well what they meant when they substituted the euphemism “comprehensive” for the politically unpalatable updated bracero (“arm”) program of guest workers ushered in from Mexico and Central America. The soothing noun “reform” was a way of avoiding the unspeakable “amnesty.”


Not Trump. He left no doubt what he intended: “When do we beat Mexico at the border? They’re laughing at us, at our stupidity.” In fact, at home in California’s vast Central Valley I knew a lot of Mexican nationals who had laughed at American stupidity. They had explained to me how they crossed the border far more easily than I did when reentering the United States through customs—and with far less worry that there would be any consequences in lying about one’s legal status.


Trump then thundered his clarifications: “I would build a great wall. And nobody builds walls better than me, believe me. And I’ll build them very inexpensively. I will build a great wall on our southern border and I’ll have Mexico pay for that wall.”


This boast was the first foretaste of the forthcoming bizarre Trump crowd chant: “Make Mexico pay!”—a good campaign talking point but one without much further elaboration, given that without coercion, usually nations do not pay for projects against their national interests.


I remembered that, before 1993, my home was often broken into and vandalized. After I built a six-foot-tall, 550-foot block circuit, unlawful entries decreased 90 percent. Throughout history, walls work. They do today, whether they are Israel’s barrier separating the West Bank or Facebook owner Mark Zuckerberg’s fences around his own properties. I have never seen a Malibu estate without a wall and gate.


Trump’s threat sounded crazy to reporters. But the present normal was crazy too, at least to one who lived it rather than wrote about it from a distance. Mostly Mexican nationals, some of them on public support, sent home annually about $30 billion. Would Trump imply that a 10 percent tax on remittances might pay for a $3 billion section of the wall each year?


Left unsaid was that Mexico ran up a $71 billion trade surplus with the United States. Its elites often encouraged its own citizens to break American immigration law, as a way of relieving social tensions inside Mexico and earning the Mexican government foreign exchange. As a candidate, Mexican president Andrés Manuel López Obrador later confirmed Trump’s charges when he bragged that Mexico could send its own citizens across the border anytime it wished, and that the United States had little control over its own sovereignty (“We will defend migrants all over the American continent and the migrants of the world who, by necessity, must abandon their towns to find life in the United States; it’s a human right we will defend”).


Trump then doubled down more ominously: “When Mexico sends its people, they’re not sending their best. They’re not sending you. They’re not sending you. They’re sending people that have lots of problems and they’re bringing those problems with [sic] us. They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists. And some, I assume, are good people.”


Journalists understandably scorned such us–them hyperbolic polarization. They still quote “rapist” to imply that Trump slandered all Mexican citizens, rather than his clumsy exaggeration of the number of violent criminals who came into the United States illegally. Yet, well aside from gangs, the IRS has estimated that illegal immigrants had used over one million false or stolen identities—including on one occasion my own.


When one finds dead game cocks and rotting fighting dogs, along with stolen stripped-down trucks in one’s orchard, or Norteños gang members in mediis rebus stripping copper wire from irrigation pumps, or goes to the emergency room only to encounter waiting families of Bulldog gang members squared off against their Sureños rivals, Trump’s rants reflected lots of Americans’ realities far more accurately than did the equivocations of a Jeb Bush or Hillary Clinton. I doubt either grandee hears gunfire at night, or invests in armored rural mail strongboxes to replace what is left of their old, shredded, bullet-holed US postal–approved mail receptacles.


The Manichean Trump went on. He reduced foreign policy to rhetorical fisticuffs between them abroad and us at home. Trump confidently promised to out brawl our rivals and win the zero-sum wars they supposedly had started. As president Trump, he would later tweet the astounding heresy “When a country (USA) is losing many billions of dollars on trade with virtually every country it does business with, trade wars are good, and easy to win.”


In his finale, Trump bellowed out a take on Ronald Reagan’s earlier vow “to make America great again.” That turnabout would supposedly happen when Trump hit back on unfair trade. He would bring manufacturing jobs back to the United States. He would secure the border and stop illegal immigration. Trump either promised to win optional wars or more likely not fight them.


In the contemporary America of no-win T-ball and moral equivalence, Trump seemed a Rip Van Winkle. He was waking up from a 1950s slumber into an unrecognizable culture that had long ago passed on his zero-sum, dog-eat-dog world view. Yet many of Trump’s signature issues often polled his way. That reality made his rivals’ veritable neglect of them all the stranger.


Trump’s message and candidacy were not exactly novel. Middle-class populism—less government, doubt over overseas military commitments, fears of redistribution and globalization, and distrust of cultural elites—was as old as the Athenian landed revolutionaries of 411 BC, who for a brief moment overthrew the radical democracy. How Trump trashed Washington was more or less similar to the manner in which the comic dramatist Aristophanes, in right-wing populist fashion, had ridiculed Athenian gentry and its subsidized followers. In fact, most Athenian writers from the Old Oligarch to Thucydides, Plato, Xenophon, and Aristotle often dreamed of a better way of consensual government than Athenian radical democracy and its propensity to destroy—or to kill—by a 51 percent majority vote of the assembly on any given day anyone who might disagree with the supposed majority.


Trump himself played an ancient role of the crude, would-be savior who scares even those who would invite him in to solve intractable problems that their own elite leadership could not—a Themistocles, whose brilliant insights and strategic cunning often terrified the Athenians and resulted in his eventual ostracism as payback for his singular service to Athens. In that sense, Trump was not that much different from the off-putting tragic hero—from Homer’s Achilles and Sophocles’s Ajax to modern cinema’s Wild Bunch and Dirty Harry.


As for Trump’s dark view of American decline, his campaign slogan of renewal also was not novel. Trump’s “Make America Great Again” was, in historical terms, perhaps just a continuance of a long tradition dating back to the Roman emperor Augustus, a great builder (“I found Rome a city of bricks and left it a city of marble”) who promised to end—and did—eighteen years of war and a century of civil chaos, and to reestablish Roman grandeur.


Or maybe Trump sounded more like a frenzied Martin Luther (“Sin greatly, but believe still more greatly”) starting the Reformation in 1517 by nailing his ninety-five condemnations of a corrupt church to the door of All Saints’ Church in Wittenberg, Germany. Trump’s fellow establishment Republicans were to play the roles of Luther’s venal bishops and corrupt functionaries.


What was certainly clear from the first day of the campaign was that the former Democrat, and now Republican, Trump was hardly calling for George H. W. Bush’s squishy “thousand points of light.” He did not revive the banal “kinder and gentler nation”—the elder Bush’s correction for the supposed callousness of Reaganism. Not for him was George W. Bush’s “compassionate conservativism,” at least as the younger Bush had intended that therapeutic phrase. There was nothing similar to Mitt Romney’s blasé slogans “True strength for America’s future” or “Believe in America.”


Trump was unapologetic about America’s past. The future, not yesterday, mattered. If anything, our leaders had been too “weak”—a Darwinian word not properly used anymore in an age of lectures about “toxic masculinity.” His key adverb was “again.” That is, America was once “great,” and so could easily be great again.


Trump’s use of superlatives envisioned decline as a Nietzschean matter of choice. Sinking into oblivion was not fated. The United States was not predetermined to evaporate in the way that a victorious Great Britain in 1945 was soon surpassed by a bombed-out Germany or Japan rising from the ashes. Being great meant “winning” and becoming respected by enemies and friends abroad. For Trump, it was all a simple matter of will, not means. Such thinking was an anathema to politicians. For many it gave off the scent of 1930s European dictators. They preferred promising to improve an already great America, not remaking it into something out of its better past.


The media also pounced on Trump’s supposed preposterous contradictions. How could he usher in an era of stability, prosperity, and good governance in a supposedly post-industrial, culturally post-modern, and post-religious America? Was not GDP boosterism at odds with green sensibilities, or the idea that China was the fated global leader?


Most Americans had never watched Trump’s fourteen-year hit reality show The Apprentice. Nor had they ever read one of his ghostwritten “art of the deal” bestsellers. They had no idea of Trump’s negotiating style, his use of exaggeration or spinning fantasies as a bargaining chip, or his embrace of verbal intimidation to confuse his adversary, juxtaposed with timely encomia for a supposedly outfoxed opponent.


What Americans had heard in prior years about Trump derived mostly from occasional tabloid stories about his lurid personal life and his televised and often profanity-ridden spats with minor celebrities and politicians. All that was hardly a guide to determining whether his message would resonate. The immediate sniffing and clever put-downs of cable news pundits were not analyses of whether he could win, much less why he could win. An anti-Trump echo chamber plagued the liberal media and confused the two key issues of whether Trump could win with whether he should—blinding most to the Electoral College tsunami heading their way.


But after his opening salvos, Americans of all persuasions did sense that Trump was not disappearing—if for no other reason than a mostly liberal media would initially not let go of such a ratings bonanza. They certainly seemed to delight in the initial internecine blood sport Trump had unleashed among Republicans. Candidate Trump, as a result, would likely benefit from hundreds of millions of dollars in free publicity because he was far more entertaining than his far more experienced primary rivals, the veteran governors such as Jeb Bush, Chris Christie, and Scott Walker, or the fresh-faced senators Ted Cruz and Marco Rubio. Before Trump imploded, the networks thought he would likely incinerate the Republican Party along with him—while improving their own balance sheets.


Moreover, even in his debut as a national political candidate, Trump displayed an uncanny ability to troll and create hysteria among his media and political critics. In their anti-Trump rage, they revealed their own character flaws, instability, insecurities, and ignorance—in a manner many had not seen before. Media moguls had no idea that they were helping to birth what they would soon rue as their own Frankenstein monster, with a life force that they could soon not control and that would nearly destroy its creators.


Trump also was a far more dangerous outsider to the status quo in that he did not appear as a third-party unicorn chaser like the wonkish and underfunded Ralph Nader. He was not a conspiratorial Ross Perot (who nevertheless captured 18.9 percent of the vote in 1992 and probably cost George H. W. Bush his reelection). Indeed, Trump was an interloper who planned to hijack the Republican Party and recalibrate it as his own, a sort of virus whose DNA would take over the host.


What then followed from that June 16, 2015, opening speech was equally unprecedented. Trump in succession utterly destroyed sixteen well-qualified Republican rivals. All sixteen by media standards were more knowledgeable of the issues. All were younger. Most appeared better prepared and organized. And all lacked the ability to channel pent-up conservative anger at “them.”


Respected polls such as the Princeton Election Consortium on election eve put Trump’s chances of victory at 1 percent. In the last twenty-four hours of the campaign, the New York Times, tracking various pollsters’ models, concluded to its reassured readers that Trump’s chances of winning in such surveys were respectively 15 percent, 8 percent, 2 percent, and less than 1 percent. Clinton supporters grew irate at fellow progressive poll master Nate Silver shortly before the vote. As an apostate, Silver had dared to suggest that Trump had a 29 percent chance of winning the Electoral College.


In sum, according to conventional electoral wisdom, Trump should not even have had an outside chance of winning the presidency (he was occasionally polling 10–15 points behind Hillary Clinton in the weeks after his campaign announcement). That he did still astounds—or perhaps shocks—that so many could be so wrong about his chances—or that so many Americans had been so coy… or disingenuous—about their voting intentions. Any book on Trump must at the outset explain the conventionally inexplicable and address a series of paradoxes.


Expert pollsters and pundits were wrong in their predictions of a Trump failed nomination, failed election, and, in its first months, failed presidency. Many warped their own institutional protocols, their training, and their professional ethos to construct what they wished to be true so that it might become true. Those who always loudly warned against “groupthink” fell willing victims to it. Those who preached about journalistic ethics and disinterested analysis proved unethical and biased, as if the purported Trump monster justified extraordinary countermeasures and exemptions from professional codes.


Trump’s critics loathed him. That singular odium did not arise just from Trump’s checkered personal and business past. Trump hatred was also not fully explained by his herky-jerky and cruel bombast or his absence of a proper curriculum vitae. At times, the antipathy to Trump seemed class driven. Trump’s strange orange hue, his combed-over thinning and dyed yellow hair, his “yuge” tie and grating Queens accent made him especially foul tasting to the coastal elite Left.


Worse still, Trump campaigned as the anti-Obama. He threatened to undo everything done from 2009 to 2017. Obama had once promised to “fundamentally transform” the United States. But Trump was more likely to do just that by fundamentally dismantling the entire Obama transformation and easily so, given that Obama had ruled largely through amendable executive orders.


The Washington and New York conservative establishment grew to despise Trump more than his progressive enemies. Trump certainly did not talk or speak as they did. Many had argued that Trump’s nonconservative past nullified his conservative present. Clearly, few Beltway Republican fixtures and talking heads were going to be getting invitations from a Trump White House, much less employment. The subtext of Trump’s foreign policy was to put out of business the bipartisan foreign policy establishment of New York and Washington, by the simple argument that the world they had created was now a relic, and that Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, and Syria were not shining examples of the brilliance of American interventionism. Nor were the UN, NAFTA, and NATO immune from criticism and radical reform.


A warning: one problem in assessing Trump’s popularity was always that voters were not honest about their views of him, given fears of perceived social ostracism that might follow from their candor—or increasing fears that, in this age of Silicon Valley omnipresent monitoring, even stating preference for Trump on a computer or over the phone to anonymous pollsters put one on some sort of data list, whose ultimate use could not be good for the responder. Americans soon saw their friends turn away when asked their favorite candidate in 2016, terrified to even utter the monosyllable “Trump.”


A common joke spread that Trump supporters had been “body snatched,” in reference to the classic 1956 horror film Invasion of the Body Snatchers: normal one moment, only to wake up as “pod people,” with an alien in control of their otherwise accustomed body and appearance. Even among friends, voting for Trump was supposed to have revealed deep character flaws in a friend, heretofore unnoticed and only now come to the fore.


But there was also another force multiplier of stealth voters rarely acknowledged. Just as conservative and independent Americans hid their sympathies for Trump, so too others more liberal and centrist masked their antipathies to the transformation of a Democratic Party into a radically progressive movement. Either way, the result was the same: Trump support would be underestimated or missed by the media, sometimes by ignorance, but as often by intent.


Donald Trump may be the unlikeliest populist, but a populism of the middle class nonetheless he ran on, and populist much of his agenda has been. Why that is so is the subject of this book, which is neither a Trump biography nor an insider’s chronological account of the Trump campaign and presidency.


I have no interest in proving Trump either a demon or a deity, in contrast to whether he is unique and of the moment or a precursor to something that will endure. I am a conservative on most issues, and as a fifth-generation farmer have written favorably of agrarian populism in a number of prior books and in a variety of contexts. I grew up in the same house where I now live, and in a farming Democratic household that worshipped Harry Truman and John F. Kennedy and would have voted for a yellow dog on the ballot if it had just registered Democrat.


All my siblings in 2016 either voted for Bernie Sanders or Hillary Clinton; all no doubt assumed Trump marked something ominous—and perhaps their own brother too for voting for him in the general election. My late mother as a Jerry Brown California judicial appointee would not have appreciated the Trump candidacy, or, likely, her son’s vote for him in 2016 and his support for most of the Trump record since.















PART ONE



WHAT AND WHO CREATED TRUMP?




I don’t want to sound like I’m bragging, but usually when I talk to senators, while they may know a policy area better than me, they generally don’t know political philosophy better than me. I got the sense he [Barack Obama] knew both better than me… I remember distinctly an image of—we were sitting on his couches, and I was looking at his pant leg and his perfectly creased pant, and I’m thinking, a) he’s going to be president and b) he’ll be a very good president.


—David Brooks, August 2009

















Chapter One



THE TWO AMERICAS




The pundits, the pundits like to slice and dice our country into red states and blue states: red states for Republicans, blue states for Democrats. But I’ve got news for them, too… We are one people, all of us pledging allegiance to the stars and stripes, all of us defending the United States of America.


—Barack Obama, keynote address, Democratic National Convention, July 27, 2004




The growing split in the United States was not the clichéd “two Americas” of rich and poor without a middle class. That was the popular but stale sloganeering made popular most recently by multimillionaire trial lawyer, former senator, failed presidential candidate—and scandalized—John Edwards.


The new divide instead is becoming far more encompassing, especially since 2008. It is an ominous one of an estranged middle class and increasingly expressed in political, cultural, social, and—most alarmingly—geographical terms. Yet even in our age of high tech, some of the differences echo as far back as the cultural divides that eroded the Greek city-state. Maritime, cosmopolitan, urban, and democratic Athens fought agricultural, inward, rural, and oligarchic Sparta to the south for the soul of the Hellenic city-state, a fight that most other Greek poleis wished Sparta to win. And Sparta did win the war—if not lose the wider conflict for the future of Hellenic civilization.


In the early 1970s, network television mastered glitzy computer graphics and began covering presidential races by showing color-coded maps of the United States. States that voted Democratic were originally shaded red. Republican ones appeared blue. But by the 2000 election the color schemes had switched. Perhaps the color change was due to a desire by the liberal media to countenance the traditional idea that red was an off-putting Bolshevik color, and blue a traditionalist or soothing hue.


In the 1990s, an array of issues such as the post-industrial and global economy, illegal immigration, and the Democratic monopolies of big-city mayorships split the country apart along new regional lines. There was a growing pattern in the Electoral College that had supplanted old sectarian tensions. No longer was the country cut in two by old Civil War–era North-South binaries. The nineteenth-century strains between the frontier West and the Eastern Seaboard establishment had also warped into something novel.


Instead, the new left-wing/right-wing split played out in a clustering of states, with shorelines on the seas a chief determinant. Democrats won almost all states along the two coasts and some of the shore states of the Great Lakes. Republicans controlled most of the vast expanses in between. In terms of geography, the electoral map showed a vast sea of red. Indeed, it covered nearly 80 percent of the territory of the United States. But recalibrate such maps on the basis of population, and suddenly blue balloons expanded from the coasts to blot out much of the red space. Indeed, blue-state demography smothered nearly half of the red geography.


Translated into presidential politics, the results were stunning. The United States is not an Athenian-style direct democracy of 51 percent direct rule, but a representative republic whose elections are determined by the Electoral College. That reality meant that the slightly greater blue popular vote, concentrated in far fewer states, might increasingly become redundant in choosing a victorious candidate. And the anomaly is just what happened in both the 2000 and 2016 elections. Those outcomes, as Trump likely knew, were because Republicans, without a national majority popular vote, tipped swing states in the Midwest by margins as close as 1–2 percent.


Trump inherited this divided America and continued, in reverse fashion, Barack Obama’s earlier efforts to widen the gulf. A once “dazzling” Illinois Senate candidate, Barack Obama gave a riveting ecumenical speech at the 2004 Democratic National Convention. It is now remembered as his inaugural debut as a national political figure. But less than five years later, Obama began governing the United States as if there really were two Americas, with more an attitude of triumphalist “I won” than his earlier inclusive “hope and change.” That partisanship was not unusual for a president, but one-sidedness perhaps was for someone variously described ecumenically by media stalwarts as a “god,” or who, in his own words, would begin to lower the seas and cool the overheated planet.


Of course, Obama also inherited a dividing America. But he gambled his career on leveraging the split to what he felt was the winning side. Obama, as did most campaign analysts, wagered prematurely that his blue states—demographically, culturally, and politically—were the nation’s preordained twenty-first-century future.


Yet for at least the next few decades, it was unlikely that Los Angeles and Boston would inevitably bury Salt Lake City and Oklahoma City. California’s culture would not anytime soon spread to Utah and Tennessee or even to Wyoming and Georgia. Even in the age of the multicultural salad bowl, the melting pot of intermarriage and assimilation still retained the power to turn tribal groups into less ideological Americans. Or, should the assimilationist model fail, then the white working class might decide that it too should privilege its tribal identity in the fashion of other minority groups, even if that solidarity invoked eerie remembrances of the nation’s pre–civil rights past.


As a result of Obama’s agendas, when the two-term president left office with final majority approval, his political legacy nevertheless was a blue atoll in an ocean of red. Over his tenure, his party had lost the House. It gave up the Senate. The majority of state legislature chambers (99-69) and governorships (33-17) were by 2017 Republican. Obama had given the Republicans a good chance at winning the Electoral College in 2016, and after the elections, not since 1920 had the Republican Party emerged stronger. It may have been blasphemous to concede, but Barack Obama, for at least the first two years after his departure, had all but destroyed the traditional role of Democrats as a federal, state, and local majority party—and in its place had paved the way for a new neosocialist ascendency.


Over Obama’s polarizing tenure, the critical swing states of the Midwest had mostly flipped from their more frequent blue to red, at least on the state level. With the exception of Minnesota, all midwestern states by 2018 had elected a Republican governor. And aside from Illinois, Republicans swept every midwestern state house.


In a 2018 Economist/YouGov poll, 53 percent of midwesterners voiced an unfavorable opinion of the Democratic Party. As columnist Julie Kelly argued, Obama’s electoral legacy may have been a new Midwest that is insidiously becoming another red-state South that had earlier in the 1960s flipped from Democratic to Republican.


Yet few observers had grasped that behind the radical local and state realignment was a more fundamental and profound class anger at coastal elites. Centrist voters began to doubt the wisdom of globalization. They pushed back against the Democratic Party’s move culturally leftward. Most equated Democratic apparent obsessions with identity politics as a new sort of off-putting racialism. Trump had assumed from the outset that a midwestern presidential shift was long overdue.


When he announced his candidacy, Trump apparently had digested Obama’s lessons and its corollaries, and then figured out antidotes to them. He gambled that the forgotten interior of America could still help him defeat its coastal counterparts, and thereby win him the whole. The counterintuitive trick was not so much to unite the country to win a 1984 Reagan-like landslide. That feat was impossible for twenty-first-century American political candidates, even for a landmark candidate like Obama, and inconceivable for an even more polarizing Donald Trump.


Instead, what had doomed prior Republican presidential candidates, such as nominal conservatives John McCain and Mitt Romney, was their inability to capture all of the red interior. When a Republican candidate at the outset writes off the electoral votes of large consistently blue states such as California (55), Illinois (20), Massachusetts (11), and New York (29), there is never much margin of error, after forfeiting 115 of the 270 votes needed for victory. Prior Republican inability to win consistently states like Michigan, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin was largely because national candidates either could not, or would not, energize the disenchanted white working class.


They failed especially those without college degrees, many of whom had apparently become Election Day dropouts. These disenchanted had been turned off just as much by Republican establishment rigid free-market orthodoxy, absolutely free but not fair trade, and open borders as by progressive identity politics. As it turned out, Trump would win three key swing states once deemed irrevocably blue: Michigan (by a 0.2 percent margin), Pennsylvania (0.7 percent), and Wisconsin (0.8 percent). Or in other words, Trump won the election because about eighty thousand voters in just three states swung his way.


Yet those states had been previously considered impossible victories for any Republican. A better way to look at Trump’s novel success was that he did far better than any recent Republican candidate in those states. In comparison to 2012, Trump won an astounding 290,000 more votes in Pennsylvania than did Romney, 180,000 more votes in Ohio, and about 165,000 more votes in Michigan. Most importantly, Trump easily won Florida with over 450,000 more Republican votes than in 2012.


Note that the proverbial angry Trump voter was not the only Trump voter. Indeed, Trump would go on to win roughly 90 percent of Republicans. The loud Never Trump Republican antipathy oddly had little Election Day effect. Trump won about the same percentage of his party as did John McCain and Mitt Romney—a fact that Never Trumpers, given their prominence and vehemence, never could quite explain. He captured a majority of white men and women, suburban professional voters, as well as Independents. Most of his voters were identical in terms of income and education to past voters for Republican candidates. Trump rallies were geared to the working class and got lots of attention. But more quietly, Republican business executives, entrepreneurs, and conservative mainstreamers still voted a straight party ticket as if Trump were a John McCain or Mitt Romney.


But the key point again was that, within that matrix, past Republican candidates like John McCain and Mitt Romney had still lost. It was not so much that red- and purple-state working-class voters were the only basis of Trump support (he won 66 percent of the white noncollege educated). Rather, they were by far his—and all other Republicans’—most critical component. Without their overwhelming fealty, or barring another transformative Reagan candidate, neither Trump nor any other contemporary Republican candidate will likely again find a pathway to the presidency.


Most importantly, what were the deeper causes behind the widening coastal-interior split into which Trump tapped?


In the rural-urban rift of the 1990s, deindustrialized red states had lost relative economic clout. They were likely to stay more rural. Cities like Detroit, Cleveland, and Milwaukee were considered ossifying, while Portland, Seattle, or San Diego were ascending. For a time, blue states grew and became even more urban. Again, the polarization was multifaceted, and yet predictably consistent. In classical fashion, liberal cosmopolitanism with windows on the sea warred against conservative traditionalism turned toward the land.


The coastal blue states, in the manner of Athenian arrogance in dismissing Spartan parochialism, often believed they were winning the cultural wars. Sometimes the blue mindset grew haughty, and insisted that no quarter should be given. In a widely quoted and disseminated essay in the online blog Medium in early 2018, progressives Peter Leyden (founder and CEO of Reinvent) and Ray Teixeira (fellow at the Center for American Progress) saw the divide as existential, permanent, and intractable. They urged liberals to take no prisoners. And they were clear about the need to defeat and eliminate rather than compromise with their enemies:




The opportunity for compromise is then lost. This is where America is today… At some point, one side or the other must win—and win big. The side resisting change, usually the one most rooted in the past systems and incumbent interests, must be thoroughly defeated—not just for a political cycle or two, but for a generation or two.





Such take-no-prisoners boasts were updated in July 2019 by MSNBC anchor Chris Hayes. Without much shame, Hayes advocated destroying the Trump base (“the darkness”)—although he conceded annihilating them with his version of love and compassion:




It [the Trump constituency] must be peacefully, nonviolently, politically destroyed with love, compassion, and determination, but utterly confronted and destroyed. That is the only way to break the coalition apart. Not by prying off this or that interest. They are in too deep. They have shamed themselves too much. The heart of the thing must be ripped out. The darkness must be banished.





The divide in which some “must be thoroughly defeated” or, rather, “destroyed” and “ripped out” always sharpened—due to a variety of force multipliers. One, mobile Americans and floods of newcomers—nearly 50 million foreign nationals now live in the United States—sorted out on the basis of tribe, culture, and politics, not just by old criteria such as weather, economic opportunity, family ties, and physical environment. Minorities and gays more likely have preferred the cities and liberal states. Immigrants, legal and illegal, find more generous state support, and fear immigration enforcement less, on the coasts. One-third of all American residents currently on welfare live in California, as do a quarter of the nation’s illegal aliens—a state where over one in four was not born in the United States, but otherwise with just 12 percent of the population.


A second force multiplier is that reds trapped in high-taxed and regulated blue states often relocated, especially in their retirement years when expenses and taxes rather than income were central concerns. Blues, feeling culturally deprived in small government and less cosmopolitan red states, did too. Politics in the primaries shifted both hard left and hard right to reflect these new more monolithic state parties. Take-no-prisoners primary candidates paid fealty to their bases. Again, Trump did not create these divides. He merely found existing sectarianism politically useful, and, like President Obama, he far more adroitly leveraged it than had prior Republican nominees.


Three, again, the so-called blue-state model of social media, steep taxes, big government, social liberality, smaller families, sophisticated culture, and high incomes has become the more culturally influential. It dominates universities, foundations, entertainment, and media. Trillions of global dollars have poured into coastal Amazon, Facebook, Google, and Microsoft (resulting in a market capitalization of well over $3 trillion), and to the high-tech companies that spin off, and the hipster cultures they spawn.


The great universities—the Ivy League, Cal Tech, MIT, Berkeley—are on the coasts. They hone the skills necessary to do well from globalized commerce and trade. When I dine on University Avenue in Palo Alto, the food, the ambiance, and the people’s diction and dress might as well be on Mars, so foreign are they when compared to eating out in my rural hometown, three hours—and a world away—south of Fresno, California.


There is nothing quite like Hollywood, Wall Street, or Stanford in Nebraska or Kentucky. A state of 40 million residents like California draws about half its income tax revenues from roughly 150,000 tax returns. State government in Sacramento assumes that either the state’s very wealthy became so by California’s unique window on the high-tech globalized world, or that those with multimillion-dollar incomes can navigate around a 13.3 percent state income tax top rate. Trump, from the very beginning, saw that his budding idea of populism could be turned against hyper-rich progressives, especially their perceived hypocrisies of advocating policies whose consequences fell more heavily on others less fortunate. In other words, the influence of a minority of the population was exaggerated by its ubiquity in the popular culture and the globalized economy.


A fourth consideration in why America was dividing into two antithetical cultures was that wealth creation was growing even more unevenly distributed. The middle classes in red states had since at least 1970 suffered stagnating incomes in real wages, as compensation lagged behind increases in worker productivity, while the blue-state elite were getting richer than ever—and loudly and publicly so. This fact also posed a paradox for progressives. For example, the 1980 per capita income of Washington, DC, was only 29 percent above the average for other Americans. Yet by 2013, the city’s average income had soared to 68 percent above the rest of the country’s.


In California’s San Francisco Bay Area, average per capita income leaped from 50 percent above the rest of the United States to an incredible 88 percent higher. That lucre was largely due to astronomical increases in the compensation of the proverbial 1 percent. Homes in California’s coastal corridor sold for ten times the amount per square footage of identical counterparts just a three-hour drive away in the state’s interior from Fresno to Bakersfield. New York City, the center of global investments and banking, in 1980 had enjoyed an 80 percent higher than average per capita income. Thirty-three years later, the margin had exploded to 172 percent.


The explanation, again, was not complicated. Financial and legal services, banks, insurance firms, wealth management firms, technology companies, and universities now enjoyed in theory 7.4 billion global clients for their unique services and products. The exact inverse was true for many of those in America’s interior who made, sold, and grew things that now were far more easily and cheaply copied, replaced, or superseded abroad.


Globalization had flattened the hinterland as jobs and commerce were outsourced to lower-cost Asia and Latin America. And yet the disequilibrium had never been fully leveraged by politicians (unless on occasion in negative fashion by Barack Obama in his infamous “clingers” put-down of rural Pennsylvanians in 2008).


American muscular jobs and smokestack industries began disappearing as the world became more connected. They reemerged abroad in low-wage and mostly unregulated countries. The resulting stagnation in the hinterland was almost justified by elites as an “I warned you” sort of morality—as if the supposedly backward, stubborn interior deserved its fate or at least lazily did nothing to preempt it. The former nobility of muscular labor and hard physical work transmogrified into foolish adherence to mindless drudgery.


Confident coastal affluence and chic were seen as almost preordained, or at least the proper rewards for the right people. Attitude mattered: doing well or not doing well was behind much of the ideological sermonizing directed at “losers” by so-called winners. Trump saw that by championing the “forgotten man,” he was not so easily caricatured as a heartless Mitt Romney or rich man Jeb Bush. Democrats would smear Trump as racist, sexist, nativist, and homophobic. But it was harder to slur him as heartless, given that the richest counties in the United States voted against him, and the poorest stuck with him, while Hillary Clinton raised hundreds of millions of dollars more from the wealthy in the 2016 campaign.


The condescending blue-state narrative was almost as if opioids and trailer houses had driven away hardware stores, 160-acre farms, and tire factories, rather than the globalized disappearance of jobs fueling the malaise of the unemployed. From the view of capitalization and profitability, traditional mining, farming, fuel, and rail companies lost clout to tech, finance, service, and information conglomerates.


In reductionist terms of spreadsheets, the world more than ever wanted what the American coasts had. But it had long ago appropriated or xeroxed America’s interior’s wealth, manufacturing, and industrialization. It was much easier to outsource a table grape operation to Mexico than a computer engineering firm. China can make steel pipes more easily than it can found another Harvard or Princeton. And Vietnam makes clothing far better than it designs hedge funds or computer software.


This insidious decline of the Rust Belt by 2016 was the embryo of Donald Trump’s candidacy. It would remain the core of his presidential resilience. In rural central California in the 1990s, I had begun meeting poor underemployed or jobless working-class whites. They were easy to spot given their trademark “thousand-yard stare.” They enjoyed few white privileges either to increase or to lose. In contrast, where I worked in Palo Alto, eyes seemed brighter, chatter was nonstop; pedestrians half ran. Life was so good that all the senses were still not enough to drink it up. Living went into hyperdrive: crosswalks in Palo Alto were a pedestrian’s no-man’s-land of rolling-stop BMWs and Mercedeses. Drivers in my hometown’s intersections seemed to be slumbering when you walked across the street.


Still a fifth cause of the new divide were the internet and social media. Both insidiously warped and exaggerated perceptions of class and cultural tensions. Before 1990, when a white bigot shot an African American in a brawl in Memphis, or a black teenager beat up a shopper in Chicago, or an unstable leftist professor slandered the president, it was largely a minor local news story in a country of 250 million. Now such isolated events went viral on social media as if they were referenda on the entire mental health of the nation and were epidemic in magnitude. The episodes were followed by furious comments posted by news aggregators, designed to further inflame hatred. The formula in seconds turned pathological. When a politician or celebrity read any news account on the internet that incensed him for a moment, without thinking he tweeted his first gut reaction, eager to get ahead of the mob or to signal his singular indignation. Furious condemnations followed, igniting more venomous counteraccusations.


If the once minor and local beef electronically soared to achieve magical numbers of “hits” on millions of computer screens, then the national cable news outlets picked up the “story” as if it were an existential global crisis and had confirmed cosmic ideologies. And the constructed cycle was repeated not just weekly or daily, but hourly, ensuring millions were permanently in a state of outrage across cultural and political divides.


Within hours boredom with the now old narrative set in, the sensationalism subsided—until a few hours later a new, more incendiary anecdote went national. Each of these irrelevant outrages was insignificant in isolation, but they aggregated and finally confirmed preset biases of Left against Right and Right against Left. Entire careers and a lifetime of achievement could be nullified in seconds by an ill-considered internet sneeze, which in minutes was considered a newly opened portal into a heretofore unknown but malignant soul.


Finally, when race and class were factored into the blue-red bifurcation, the political divide widened far more. African Americans increasingly began to control big-city governments. Hispanics dominated southwestern metropolises such as Los Angeles and San Jose. Meanwhile, a new profile of the single hipster, the gentrified yuppie, or the coastal urbanite arose. His disposable income fueled a revolution in upscale condos and townhouses, boutique vacationing, fine dining, and conspicuous consumption. And he did not care so much about the price of a suburban three-bedroom, two-bath home, saving money for kids’ braces, or the quality of schools in the neighborhood.


Gentrification and the gospel of good taste spread. Blue states began to focus on the cultural concerns and lifestyles of the upscale, and on generous state sustenance of the poor and often minority. Privilege and success were camouflaged by a veneer of trendy progressive politics—even as regulations, zoning restrictions, no-growth policies, and high taxes decimated the middle class and created entire enclaves of coastal homeless people. If it were a choice between permanent green spaces between expansive hillside estates and sprawling housing tracts to allow the middle class the chance to buy a home, elite environmentalism won every time.


Northern California professionals with granite countertops, stainless-steel appliances, and teak floors worried in the abstract more about the homeless, the poor, and the nonwhite than did those of the lower middle class who more often lived next to the dispossessed and could scarcely pay for their own Formica, white refrigerators, and linoleum. It was understandable that those with more disposable income could afford empathy. But it was incomprehensible that those without money were somehow written off as the more callous—at least until the billionaire Trump of all people appeared to side with the lower middle classes.


For example, in the greatest blunder of the 2016 election, Hillary Clinton all but condemned “half of Trump’s supporters” into what she called “the basket of deplorables.”




You know, to just be grossly generalistic [sic], you could put half of Trump’s supporters into what I call the basket of deplorables. Right? The racist, sexist, homophobic, xenophobic, Islamophobic—you name it. And unfortunately, there are people like that. And he has lifted them up. He has given voice to their websites that used to only have 11,000 people—now 11 million. He tweets and retweets their offensive hateful mean-spirited rhetoric. Now, some of those folks—they are irredeemable, but thankfully they are not America.





But after writing off over half of the nearly 63 million who would eventually vote against her, Clinton then patronized “the other basket” of Trump supporters as the naïve and confused who needed her empathy and sympathy (“Those are people we have to understand and empathize with as well”). In other words, just sixty days before the 2016 election, Clinton had written off tens of millions of potential voters as either evil for their support for Trump, or bewildered and in dire need of reeducation. Ironically, the white working class whom Hillary had dismissed as “not America” and “irredeemable,” as well as those deserving some sort of pity, were precisely those whom, as a candidate in 2008, she had once sought to pander to along racial lines (far more overtly than did Trump) in order to counteract Obama’s own race-based appeals.


As Clinton once upon a time put it on the primary campaign trail: “Senator Obama’s support among working, hard-working Americans, white Americans, is weakening again, and how whites in both states who had not completed college were supporting me.… There’s a pattern emerging here.… These are the people you have to win if you’re a Democrat in sufficient numbers to actually win the election. Everybody knows that.” Hillary Clinton won the 2008 Pennsylvania primary over Barack Obama. But he later carried the state in two general elections on the basis of overwhelming urban minority turnout, after which Clinton lost Pennsylvania to Donald Trump in 2016. Moreover, Obama in 2008 had dismissed Clinton’s earlier and various appeals to the previously ignored white working class as a cheap campaign stunt: “She’s talking like she’s Annie Oakley. Hillary Clinton is out there like she’s on the duck blind every Sunday. She’s packing a six-shooter. Come on, she knows better. That’s some politics being played by Hillary Clinton.”


In the deindustrialized heartland, in stereotypical terms, the white working-class male increasingly fell into opioid addiction and other pathologies like suicide, a shortened life span, ill health, illegitimacy, divorce, family disintegration, and a declining birth rate. For years such maladies did not spark a national crisis. It was assumed that amid such wreckage an unemployed machinist did not care about registering and turning out to vote in the manner of his better-off parents and grandparents. Self-hatred and listlessness, not multimillionaire stolid candidates like John McCain or Mitt Romney, were cited by pundits as reasons why naturally conservative voters stayed home in 2008 and 2012.


Before Trump, few politicians saw an opening in defending the forgotten working class of the interior, which may have been far larger than believed. And predictably, after the 2016 election, head-scratching experts sought to reexamine why their so-called exit polls had missed the impending Trump surge.


A Pew analysis discovered that, in fact, college-educated whites did not make up 36 percent of the electorate as believed. Instead, college graduates were an estimated mere 30 percent of voters. And they were likely outnumbered by working-class whites without college degrees. Apparently, pollsters had not factored in the quite obvious fact that those like themselves with college degrees were the most likely to talk to pollsters, to fill out surveys, and in general to let their views be known. Those without BAs were more likely to keep quiet in the shadows—and fear, lest their Trump support might be recorded on some sort of data list.


Trump’s election should have changed progressive calculations, or at least burst the liberal bubble. But it did not. Hollywood was shocked and the country mystified when in March 2018 an unlikely pro-Trump, and soon to be disgraced, Roseanne Barr resurrected her long-moribund comedy show. By often sympathetically portraying white middle-class lifestyles and voicing some pro-Trump sentiments, Barr garnered record ratings for her new sitcom.


White, lower-class pathology was often known to the Left in the manner of a stiff, dissected frog, reeking of formaldehyde on a middle-school biology class desk. It had been widely publicized in Charles Murray’s statistical dissection, Losing Ground: American Social Policy, 1950–1980, and Robert D. Putnam’s Our Kids: The American Dream in Crisis—and in far more riveting personal terms by J. D. Vance’s Hillbilly Elegy: A Memoir of a Family and Culture in Crisis.


But as far as government remediation went, the sinking white former middle class lacked the cultural tastes of the progressive rich. And they had long ago forfeited the empathy accorded the distant poor. Or was it sometimes worse than that? Often the white elite signaled their disgust of the “white privilege” of the disintegrating middle class as a means of exempting their own quite genuine white privilege of insider contacts, professional degrees, wealth, inheritance, and influence. Again, the anger that Trump tapped had been a long time in coming. But few politicians knew it firsthand, much less saw it as merited or even useful in the political sense.


One of the ways of calibrating just how out of touch and condescending the elite progressive had become was to zoom ahead to glimpse post-election progressive depression. In 2017, fantasies still trumped the hard lessons of recent history. This divide between self-ascribed affluent sensitive white elites and their supposed interior inferiors was embarrassingly summed up shortly before the Trump inauguration by Northern California entrepreneur Melinda Byerley. She proved to be a modern-day French minister Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord, who had “learned nothing and forgotten nothing [italics added].”


Byerley, a founder of the Silicon Valley company Timeshare CMO, became a window into the mind of the Clinton voter by an infamous, embittered Facebook posting about why miffed coastal elites hated those unlike them:




One thing middle America could do is to realize that no educated person wants to live in a sh**hole with stupid people. Especially violent, racist, and/or misogynistic ones… When corporations think about where to locate call centers, factories, development centers, etc., they also have to deal with the fact that those towns have nothing going for them. No infrastructure, just a few bars and a terrible school system.





Byerley voiced the traditional progressive palliative that Trump’s rise was attributable to racism and misogyny, rather than to economic discontent and a weariness that the losers of globalization were scapegoated by the winners as responsible for most of America’s supposedly historical pathologies. Byerley also might have revealed progressive insular arrogance. The infrastructure of Menlo Park and Palo Alto—roads especially—is substandard. Silicon Valley’s private academies are rapidly expanding to serve a high-tech elite that refuses to put its children in the area’s increasingly diverse but challenged public schools.


High-crime areas of Redwood City and East Palo Alto are within biking distance of Apple, Facebook, and Google headquarters. Near them SUVs and recreation vehicles are jammed overnight along the streets, serving as de facto homes for third-tier workers who cannot afford apartment rents. I can attest that there are more bars per capita in Palo Alto than in rural Michigan small towns—and certainly more syringes, feces, rats, and hepatitis on the streets of San Francisco than on those of Indianapolis, Columbus, or Pittsburgh.


These post-election vignettes are also especially instructive about the red-blue divide. They illustrate why Trump leveraged the national schism better in electoral terms than did Hillary Clinton. Progressives were also more honest and candid about what they really thought of their red-state counterparts when there was no longer a need for election-era prudence and pretext.


So, sixteen months after the election, in March 2018, a still-bruised and sulking—but also liberated—Hillary Clinton seconded Byerley’s contempt in a public speech in India. If anyone still thought that Clinton’s infamous campaign smear of Trump’s voters as “deplorables” and “irredeemables” was at the time a gaffe, it was only such in the sense of Michael Kinsley’s cynical Washingtonian definition of the noun (“A gaffe is when a politician tells the truth—some obvious truth he isn’t supposed to say”). Trashing her fellow citizens in ways that ingratiated Clinton with a foreign audience would convince no one that she had lost the election to supposed Russian collusion. Clinton in Mumbai now openly doubled down on Trump’s deplorable red-state voters, to remind her own base that she had meant what she had said the prior September by castigating entire groups of supposedly illiberal and deluded voters: “So I won the places that are optimistic, diverse, dynamic, moving forward.” An American’s vote against Hillary Clinton, then, revealed him as depressed, monotonous, listless, and regressing. Remember in this context that nearly 90 percent of registered Republicans who participated in the 2016 election voted for Trump.


According to the later testimony of New York Times reporter Amy Chozick, who had followed the Hillary Clinton 2016 campaign, Clinton supposedly sulked and whined on the evening of her defeat: “They were never going to let me be president.” Chozick also reported of the embittered inner Clinton circle: “The Deplorables always got a laugh, over living-room chats in the Hamptons, at dinner parties under the stars on Martha’s Vineyard, over passed hors d’oeuvres in Beverly Hills, and during sunset cocktails in Silicon Valley.” Of course, Chozick disclosed the contempt after, not during, the election.


In September 2018, former vice president Joe Biden returned to the campaign trail on the eve of the midterm election, and doubled down on Hillary Clinton’s earlier concept of deplorable Trump voters with a new sobriquet, “dregs of society”: “This time they—not you—have an ally in the White House. This time they have an ally. They’re a small percentage of the American people—virulent people, some of them the dregs of society.” Biden’s “they” in fact were not a small percentage of the American people, but in 2016 represented 46 percent of all Americans who voted, and they were most certainly not the “dregs” of anything.


Trump’s nonstop campaign message to his supporters that they were as hated by the coastal elite as they were liked by him was no exaggeration. Yet to extract the true feelings of the Washington apparat and progressive elites, we again have to look carefully for indiscrete put-downs never meant to be aired, or to post-election angst when winning Michigan or Ohio no longer mattered.


Sometimes the elite disdain for middle America turned pathological. Apparently, Trump’s critics believed that his natural supporters even smelled and smiled differently than normal Americans. Shortly before the election, FBI agent Peter Strzok—assigned to investigating the Hillary Clinton email scandal as well as Donald Trump—texted to his paramour Lisa Page his contempt for any who voted for Trump: “Just went to a southern Virginia Walmart. I could SMELL the Trump support.”


In a similar vein, an unidentified FBI employee also texted to another FBI attorney, on the day after the 2016 election, his contempt for the Trump voter and middle America: “Trump’s supporters are all poor to middle class, uneducated, lazy POS [pieces of sh*t].” In summer 2018, Politico reporter Marc Caputo tweeted of the crowd he saw at a Trump rally: “If you put everyone’s mouths together in this video, you’d get a full set of teeth.” He later doubled down and snarled: “Oh no! I made fun of garbage people jeering at another person as they falsely accused him of lying and flipped him off. Someone fetch a fainting couch.”


Tech writer Sarah Jeong, newly appointed to the New York Times editorial board, earlier had tweeted of “white people” an entire series of racist put-downs: “Are white people genetically predisposed to burn faster in the sun, thus logically being only fit to live underground like groveling goblins?” “Oh man it’s kind of sick how much joy I get out of being cruel to old white men.” “White people marking up the internet with their opinions like dogs pissing on fire hydrants.” And on and on. The Times, which in the past had established a zero-tolerance policy about past racist writing for its writers, excused Jeong. It argued that she had been simply, albeit sloppily, replying to internet trolls and therefore her racist tweets were no window into a racist heart.


The point of these examples is to show that highly educated elites (Caputo has a journalism degree from the University of Miami, Jeong graduated from Harvard Law School, Strzok received a master’s degree from Georgetown) all engaged in crude stereotyping of a demographic, in a manner that they assumed involved no downside, but rather approbation from their peers. For decades, race and gender studies academics had argued that overtly expressed racism against whites was not racism, but had to be contextualized by prior white oppression. In the age of furor and crude slurs against Trump, their theories now went off campus and were being adjudicated by a wider constituency—and they did not seem to win agreement from the general public. The irony, of course, is that these professionals displayed far less humanity in their crude put-downs about smells and toothlessness than did the targets of their smears. It was hard to pose as the easy moral superior to Trump by matching and sometimes exceeding his purported crudity.


What is again odd about these examples of open progressive contempt for the American interior is not just how ubiquitously politicians and journalists voiced them, but also how candidly and indeed confidently they repeated notions of smelly, toothless, lazy “garbage people.” In that sense, who hated Trump and what he represented also explains precisely why so many went to the polls to elect him, and why Trump’s own uncouthness was in its own manner contextualized by his supporters as a long overdue pushback to the elite disdain and indeed hatred shown them. As one side loudly snickered about the stinky white Trump demographic, the other quietly voted.


Laura Moser, a Washington, DC, progressive writer and Bernie Sanders supporter, recently moved to Texas to run (unsuccessfully) for Congress. Her Democratic primary rivals soon had a field day, dredging up her past disdain for even the thought of living in Texas. Moser had preened in Washingtonian magazine about why living in high-priced, crime-ridden Washington was still preferable to residing as near royalty in the hinterland:




On my pathetic writer’s salary, I could live large in Paris, Texas, where my grandparents’ plantation-style house recently sold for $129,000. Oh, but wait—my income would be a fraction of what it is here and I’d have very few opportunities to increase it. (Plus I’d sooner have my teeth pulled out without anesthesia, but that’s a story for another day.)





She added, “Our lives are challenging and full and seldom boring, and I wouldn’t trade our shabby row house on four major bus routes for a stately manor just outside of Tulsa—not for any price.” Thematic was not just mockery of red-state America, but self-congratulation on one’s superior virtue and cultural enlightenment, as if the one explained the other.
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