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PREFACE



This book tells the story of the 2020 Democratic Party presidential primary, the most left-wing primary in the history of American presidential elections. I began work on the book in early 2019, when there were roughly two dozen candidates. I followed those candidates on the campaign trail throughout the debates, the impeachment of President Donald Trump, and the sudden outbreak of the coronavirus pandemic in the late winter of 2020, just after Super Tuesday.


The book was completed in early May 2020, when former vice president Joe Biden had all but secured the presidential nomination of the Democratic Party.


Biden was not the most left-wing candidate in the field, which was dominated by “progressives,” including Biden’s main rival, “democratic socialist” Senator Bernie Sanders (I-VT). Yet Biden was arguably the most left-wing Democratic Party nominee ever. Former president Barack Obama, endorsing his former running mate, declared: “Joe already has what is the most progressive platform of any major-party nominee in history.”1


On every single issue, Biden had been forced, by his rivals and by his party’s voters, to adopt policies far to the left of his lifelong positions. He endorsed almost every “democratic socialist” priority and program. He wanted “Medicare for All” to be a choice, and proposed a “Green New Deal” with more generous deadlines than those demanded by the far left. Otherwise, there were few distinctions. Like Sanders, Biden saw the 2020 election as an opportunity “to fundamentally transform” America.2


It remained to be seen whether Biden would, in fact, be the nominee, given growing concerns about his age. By the end of April, many political analysts had begun to suspect that the party would find a way to replace Biden with another candidate. “Neither party has ever had to replace someone at the top of the ticket,” observed the respected political data website FiveThirtyEight.com,3 but the possibility was real.


New concerns arose when Biden faced allegations that he had sexually assaulted a staffer, Tara Reade, in a Senate hallway in 1993. He denied the accusations, but Democrats who had insisted in recent years that all women had the right to be believed were increasingly uncomfortable with their presumptive nominee.


Biden had already promised that his running mate would be a woman, but some women urged that he be replaced. “Democrats need to begin formulating an alternative strategy for 2020—one that does not include Mr. Biden,” wrote Elizabeth Bruenig of the New York Times.4


No one could even be sure what the election itself would look like. Democrats pressed for a national mail-in ballot, ostensibly for fear of exposing voters to the coronavirus in polling places; Republicans fretted over the possibility of fraud. President Donald Trump promised to return to his trademark campaign rallies, but it was unclear when, or whether, large public gatherings would be safe again.


Whatever the outcome, one thing remained true: the Democratic primary had been the most radical contest the country had ever seen. Trump, arguably, had governed as the most conservative president since Ronald Reagan—or Calvin Coolidge. The choice American voters faced in November 2020 had never been more stark—or more consequential.


The book you are about to read has been a labor of love. I hope you will enjoy reading it almost as much as I enjoyed writing it.


Pacific Palisades, California


May 12, 2020


18 Iyar/Lag BaOmer, 5780
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INTRODUCTION




“Nothing is more interesting than revolution, or should I say insurrection, because all the imagery of revolution comes from insurrection, which is a different thing.


“Everything we want in a society is what we find brought out in people in the moment of insurrection.


“This is the moment the true socialist worships and thinks will be incarnated in the society on the morning after.”


—Norman Rush, Mating: A Novel5





“FIGHT THE POWER”


Nine days before the virus canceled all the rallies, I stood on a media riser in a crush of bodies, fighting for a camera angle as Bernie Sanders stooped over a podium to address tens of thousands of people in a crowded-to-capacity hall that would, by month’s end, become an Army field hospital.


I could almost understand the appeal of it all. I could feel the tug on my heart, so many years later.


I could feel the urge to vote for Bernie Sanders, “democratic socialist.”


If you had told me, as a college student, twenty-five years before, that a presidential candidate would emerge who would embrace a visionary idea of what a perfect society could be; that he would be a veteran of the civil rights movement, one with years of practical experience at nearly every level of government; that he would be Jewish, like me, yet embraced by African American icons from Cornel West to Public Enemy, the latter about to take the stage with him; there is no question that I would have voted for him, volunteered for him, joined the throng of sign-waving supporters standing before him.


“We are not just a campaign, we are a multi-generational, multi-racial grassroots movement,” he said.6


“We are going to stand together, black and white, Latino, Native American, Asian American. We all going to stand together, gay and straight.… So let us go forward.… Let’s transform this country,” he concluded. The crowd roared.


The theme of the March 1, 2020, rally, one of the last before the crucial Super Tuesday primary vote, was “Fight the Power”—one of Public Enemy’s most celebrated and controversial songs.


In my junior year of high school, sometime in late 1992 or early 1993, I had been kicked out of the school library for a week for shouting “Fight the Power!” as I watched a stern-faced, gray-haired librarian notorious for draconian discipline walk one of my friends through the reading room.


(It turned out he had simply been helping my friend find a book.)


“Fight the Power” was an odd look for a presidential campaign, especially that of a major-party front-runner. It was a bold throw-down, a brash statement that Bernie Sanders, 77, was not going to “pivot” back toward the center, was not going to pander to the moderates or the independents—that he was going to remain every bit the socialist revolutionary he had always been.


Onstage, the rappers took their places, with two dancers in military fatigues and tactical vests. It almost looked like a Third World coup had taken place.


Chuck D, the venerable 59-year-old prophet of hip-hop, addressed the crowd over the mic. “Put your fist in the air if you believe in truth to power, and truth in the first place!” he exhorted.7


Dedicating his performance to his father and grandfather, he explained his support for Sanders. “It’s about truth, and connecting yourself to a fucking agenda you can feel, instead of sitting on the couch, not doing a goddamned thing.”


Paying for health care, he said, was a “struggle in this damn country.” Likewise with paying for child care. And “climate control,” he said, “resonated with me.”


“You got to get your ass up and vote for something,” he added. “I don’t do this shit much, but listen to me. Time to grow up, and somebody got to put the big-ass pants on.”


The crowd cheered. A few moments later, the beat kicked in, and the song started again. It was “Bring the Noise,” another Public Enemy classic—minus the charismatic Flavor Flav, the group member famous for wearing a giant clock around his neck beneath flashing gold teeth.


(Flav had been expelled from the group earlier that day for refusing to join the rest of the group in backing Bernie Sanders.8 He said he did not want Public Enemy to be the “soundtrack of a fake revolution.”9 Every revolution, real or fake, has its purges.)


It was crazy—but also fun. I could feel the beat moving my feet, feel the urge to lose myself in the bouncing crowd. This is what I once had dreamed politics could be, the moment of insurrection, America’s true revolution.


And just two days hence, on Super Tuesday, if the polls were right, it would take over the Democratic Party, like it or not—for better or for worse.


In many ways, it already had.


Whether he won or not, Bernie Sanders and his supporters had shaped the 2020 Democratic Party presidential field into the most left-wing group of candidates in American history, one in which even the supposedly “moderate” candidates were proposing ideas that had been considered too radical for mainstream politics a decade before.


They would either bring their party to ruin—or usher in a new United Socialist States of America.



BACK IN THE USSA


Thirty years after the end of the Cold War, socialism had become the key issue in the 2020 presidential election.


How had it become so dominant, at least among Democrats? And what did it mean for America’s future?


This was not merely a case of Republicans labeling Democrats and their policies as “socialist” to paint them as too extreme. As Sanders himself often delighted in pointing out, many of the social policies now taken for granted by many Americans were once derided by conservatives as “socialist.”


In any other year, perhaps, the “socialist” label could have been easily dismissed as partisan hyperbole. Even in 2016, when Sanders ran a strong campaign for the Democratic Party nomination, he and his supporters were seen as a minority, a left-wing fringe, not representative of the party. He was not even a Democrat.


But by 2020, his ideas had been adopted, at least in part, by nearly every single Democratic presidential candidate. And he had been joined on Capitol Hill by a new cohort of self-proclaimed democratic socialists whose policies had reframed the American political debate.


Democrats could not deny that socialism was on the ballot. A few criticized it—notably, Mike Bloomberg, the billionaire former three-term mayor of New York City, who entered the race late and was seen by many moderate Democrats as their party’s only hope. He called Sanders’s proposals “communism”—not just “socialism”—adding that they “just didn’t work.”10


But many Democrats, if not most, embraced or at least accepted the party’s leftward shift.


In an election where Democrats had a good chance of making Trump a one-term president, the party’s embrace of socialism meant that two things were possible.


One possibility was that the Democratic Party was about to repeat the mistakes of 1972 and 1984, when it nominated candidates who lost the general election in landslides largely because they were too far to the left of the American electorate. Senator George McGovern (D-SD), running on an antiwar platform, lost every state except Massachusetts, and the District of Columbia, to President Richard Nixon;11 former vice president Walter Mondale, running on a pledge to raise taxes, won only his home state of Minnesota, and DC, against President Ronald Reagan.12


The other possibility was that the American people were about to elect the first socialist government in the country’s history—with explicit plans for radical and irreversible changes to the Constitution, the law, the economy, the health care system, immigration policy, national security, and American society in general.


Even the candidates who claimed not to be socialists embraced their rivals’ socialist policies.


Senator Elizabeth Warren (D-MA) adopted Sanders’s health care plan, “Medicare for All,” and joined him in promising to eliminate private health insurance. She added a wealth tax, proposing to confiscate 2 percent of what the richest Americans had saved after paying taxes in the past—though critics pointed out that the idea was likely unconstitutional.13


Former vice president Joe Biden, who led the polls throughout the early months of the campaign, was the most left-wing front-runner in American political history. He promised to raise taxes immediately, end the use of fossil fuels, and use federal taxpayers’ money to pay for abortions, among other proposals. He wanted to make Medicare for All voluntary, not mandatory. And, like his rivals, he proposed to make health care free for illegal aliens.


If President Donald Trump was failing, if his rhetoric and style were so intolerable, a middle-of-the-road candidate with moderate policies and minimal qualifications would have sufficed. Instead, Democrats proposed socialism—albeit a “democratic” version—as the alternative.


To hear Sanders describe it, American society was so broken that only socialism could fix it. The economy, he said, was working for billionaires, but not for “working-class people”—whom, he said, “are suffering under incredible economic hardship, desperately trying to survive.”14 The United States, he pointed out repeatedly, was the only industrialized nation not to guarantee government-funded health care to all of its citizens. And Trump, a member of the billionaire class, who appeared to defy all political boundaries and conventions, represented a creeping authoritarianism that only socialism could smash.


Other Democrats might not have seen the country in such dark and dire terms. But in the early days of the campaign, Trump looked vulnerable.


Perhaps Democrats were so confident of victory that they sought to seize the opportunity to enact the sweeping changes that they had only dared dream about or whispered to each other quietly, beyond the hearing of journalists (who agreed with them) or conservatives (who would object). Perhaps Trump’s own disruptive victory had shown them that the old political constraints did not apply.


Or perhaps Democrats, too, were victims of an ongoing political change that they had long encouraged but could no longer control.


FROM LEFT TO RIGHT


I witnessed that change firsthand—though my own political transition was in the opposite direction.


When I cast my first vote in 1996, as a 19-year-old Harvard sophomore and a self-identified radical leftist, I wrote in Ralph Nader’s name on my Illinois absentee ballot. By the time I graduated law school in 2009, I was a Tea Party conservative Republican.


I had grown up in the Chicago suburb of Skokie, which was disproportionately Jewish (like me) and also conventionally liberal. In high school, I was inspired by The Autobiography of Malcolm X, which I had found on display in that school library during Black History Month. I found the story captivating despite the protagonist’s brief descent into anti-Semitism. Here was a man struggling to find the truth, adjusting his views over time through the benefit of experience but grappling with great questions about race and justice and fairness and freedom.


These themes resonated with my sense of historical guilt. I had been born in South Africa, and though my family immigrated to the United States when I was just eight weeks old, I felt more and more conscious of the burden of that history.


I approached the high school’s “Afro-American club” and asked to join—not on the basis of my South African roots but simply as a white student who wished to learn more. Cautiously, the club’s president accepted me.


I arrived at Harvard at the same time as the charismatic African American Studies professor Dr. Cornel West. I took his class “Race, Nation, and Democracy,” which took in the broad sweep of left-wing thought and radical politics. I was mesmerized and took the worldview of the class as essentially correct—that the United States was a country of noble ideals but with an evil, continuing legacy of white supremacy. I wrote breezy, agitprop term papers such as one calling for what I called “transformative communication”—an argument for more left-wing bias in the media, the better to encourage Americans to support radical change.


My turn to the right was not inevitable. It began subtly—during college, in fact. Armed with utopian visions and ambitious goals, I had worked and volunteered for several left-wing causes, in each case finding that political reality did not quite conform to my ivory-tower visions. In class, working toward my degree in environmental science, I noted my professors backing policy recommendations that they, and I, knew were somewhat ahead of scientific “consensus.”


Still, when I left Harvard, I thought of myself as something of a radical progressive. I won a fellowship to study in South Africa—a country that fascinated me not only because of my roots but also because it was in the throes of a miraculous political transition from apartheid to democracy. The new African National Congress (ANC) government had adopted many of the radical policies I favored.


It was in South Africa that my political shift began in earnest. It was impossible to ignore that however well-intentioned the country’s left-wing policies were, many of them were failures in practice. The country’s aggressive affirmative action policies, for example, often hurt the very people they were aimed at helping. Forcing white teachers to take early retirement, for example, meant that black children in public schools generally received a worse education than they would have before the end of apartheid.


When the second Palestinian intifada started in the Middle East in September 2000, the ruling ANC sided with the Palestinians, embracing what I knew to be a false narrative of Israel as an apartheid state. I found myself debating senior members of the government I had admired—who, when presented with incontrovertible facts, declared them to be unimportant.


Eventually, I became a speechwriter for the country’s center-left opposition party, the Democratic Alliance. When I returned to the United States for law school, I still thought of myself as a Democrat. But my views felt out of step—especially after the left opposed Senator Joe Lieberman (D-CT), an observant Jew, in his 2006 reelection primary. His crime had been supporting President George W. Bush’s War on Terror.


If there was no room for Joe Lieberman, I thought, there was no room for me. (Democrats underestimate just how much their intolerance of dissent drives people away.)


I confronted the fact that I had previously thought of Republicans as racist, greedy, and intolerant. I was none of those things.


But my ideas—about individual liberty, about the dangers of big government, about the importance of the Constitution—lined up with the conservatives.


I made the switch. And eventually, after running a bold but unsuccessful campaign for Congress in my hometown in 2010, I found my way to Breitbart.


THE GUY FROM BREITBART


This book emerged as the result of my political coverage of the 2020 Democratic presidential primary for Breitbart News. Breitbart.com is a conservative website founded by my friend and mentor, the late Andrew Breitbart.


Andrew grew up as a West Los Angeles liberal and was only introduced to conservative talk radio through his future father-in-law, the legendary actor Orson Bean.15 As he noted in his memoir, Righteous Indignation: Excuse Me While I Save the World,16 Andrew began to see through the politically correct pieties with which he had surrounded himself.


Andrew befriended and worked for Internet news pioneer Matt Drudge, who wanted not only to create an alternative to the mainstream media but also to beat it at its own game. Drudge broke the story that President Bill Clinton had been having an affair with an intern—a story that mainstream outlets had spiked and that led to his impeachment, though not his conviction or removal from office.


In the years that followed, Andrew spread his wings. He helped Arianna Huffington set up the left-wing Huffington Post—amused, as he put it, to show that there was little difference in outlook between an openly liberal website and supposedly objective media institutions like the New York Times.


But Andrew had bigger goals. He was not content with commentary and punditry. He wanted to change the way news was written, to talk about subjects the media preferred to ignore, and to give an army of “citizen journalists” the means to tell their stories.


In 2009, Andrew began launching the “Bigs,” a series of blogs that aimed to expose the left-wing bias at the core of America’s most powerful institutions. Big Hollywood was the first, followed by Big Government, which burst onto the scene with a series of undercover videos by the youthful investigative journalist James O’Keefe. Big Journalism and Big Peace followed. Then, in 2012, Andrew planned the consolidation of the Bigs into a single, twenty-four-hour news service: Breitbart.com.


Three days before the planned launch, Andrew died suddenly. He was 43. He left a wife, four children, and hundreds of thousands of fans behind.


Fighting through tears, the rest of the Breitbart News staff managed to launch the new website. I had been named editor-in-chief six months before, adding that to my original title of in-house counsel. For the eighteen months after Andrew’s death, I worked harder than I ever had before. We could not replace Andrew, but we could fulfill his mission.


In September 2013, I traded places with Alex Marlow, who had been Andrew’s first hire straight out of the University of California, Berkeley and has a better understanding of the media landscape than almost anyone else in the news business. As Alex took the reins in DC, I became senior editor-at-large, a title that gave me less responsibility and more freedom.


Liberated from the administrative challenge of overseeing the daily operations of the website, I could focus on journalism. I put together a small team of reporters to cover California—blue-state correspondents for our red-state readership.


During the 2016 presidential campaign, that meant covering the protracted battle between Sanders and former secretary of state Hillary Clinton, much of which took place on the West Coast. It was a bitter and bizarre fight for the ambivalent legacy of Barack Obama, torn between the left-wing utopianism of his “community organizing” youth and the Beltway establishment he had embraced in office.


Later in the campaign, I was assigned to cover Donald Trump as he carried out what many—including me—believed was a doomed presidential campaign.


Amazingly—shockingly—Trump won, and I coauthored a book about it: How Trump Won: The Inside Story of a Revolution.17


In approaching the 2020 election, I was more open to the potential of insurgent political campaigns and paid close attention to the radical takeover of the Democratic Party. Perhaps I was particularly sensitive to it, given my left-wing background: I understood the roots of the new “Resistance” to Trump and the passions animating it.


What I knew was that to cover that movement properly, I needed to be on the campaign trail.


Not everyone wanted “the guy from Breitbart” there. The very name “Breitbart” was a warning sign, to many, fairly or not. As you will read—or have heard—I had more than one run-in with presidential candidates who would have preferred not to have me there. But I got the story anyway.


And it is the story Andrew Breitbart anticipated a decade ago: that America would increasingly face a clear choice between Tea Party and Occupy18—between the restoration of its founding ideals or a democratic socialist revolution in the style of the rivals America had defeated.
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THE RESISTANCE




“The authors of this guide are former congressional staffers who witnessed the rise of the Tea Party.… We believe that protecting our values, our neighbors, and ourselves will require mounting a similar resistance to the Trump agenda—but a resistance built on the values of inclusion, tolerance, and fairness.”


—Indivisible, “Introduction to the Guide”19





PRIMAL SCREAM


The campaign against President Donald Trump began the moment he took office—if not the moment he was elected.


In a celebrated—and widely mocked—video that became the subject of endless Internet memes, a bespectacled woman in a fluorescent green jacket reacted to Trump’s inauguration with a primal scream: “Noooooooo!”20


Many Democrats never quite recovered from the shock of Trump’s surprise victory in the wee hours of November 9, 2016. But some snapped into action.


They called themselves the “Resistance.”


The Resistance—named both for the underground that fought the Nazis in occupied Europe in World War II and for the rebel army in the Star Wars sequels—began just a few days after Donald Trump was elected president. But it had deeper roots.


It drew from the radical left-wing activism of the Occupy Wall Street movement, which President Barack Obama’s administration had cultivated as a counterweight to the conservative Tea Party movement after Republicans won the U.S. House in a landslide in 2010. And the Occupy movement, in turn, had connections to the antiwar movement of the George W. Bush era, the antiglobalization protests that began in Seattle in 1999, and other past left-wing efforts.


Some enraged left-wingers actually rioted in the hours and days after Trump’s election. Chanting “Not my president,” protesters “smashed windows and set garbage bins on fire” in Oakland, California, and blocked traffic in downtown Portland, Oregon. Similar protests erupted in Seattle and Philadelphia.21


New demonstrations erupted the following weekend after President-elect Trump’s announcement that Stephen K. Bannon would be his senior White House adviser.


Bannon, the former executive chairman of Breitbart News, had become a prime target of the Clinton campaign in August 2016, after he joined the Trump campaign as its CEO. Clinton had delivered a special address in Reno, Nevada, to mark Bannon’s appointment. “The de facto merger between Breitbart and the Trump Campaign represents a landmark achievement for the ‘Alt-Right.’ A fringe element has effectively taken over the Republican Party. This is part of a broader story—the rising tide of hardline, right-wing nationalism around the world.”22


Few of those present even knew what the “alt-right” was, as I had discovered by asking them.23 (I barely knew, myself.) But millions of Clinton voters were soon informed that Trump, through Bannon, was literally Hitler.


To be sure, Bannon was the campaign’s most important adviser at a crucial moment, steering Trump from a post-convention slump to victory on the home stretch. Before that, through Breitbart—especially the Breitbart News Daily morning show on Sirius XM, which he personally hosted—Bannon helped shape the audience that Trump’s message would later reach.


It was to be expected that Bannon would play a leading role in the new administration. But he was not a racist, or a “white nationalist,” or an anti-Semite, or a member of the alt-right. That was an idea planted into the public imagination by the Clinton campaign and a compliant media—an idea that later germinated into public hysteria.24


The emotions that exploded after Bannon’s appointment were intense. I covered a rally against Bannon on the steps of the Los Angeles City Hall, a week after the election. Roughly five hundred people stood outside on a chilly autumn night, holding signs like “Bannon is a racist MANIAC” and worse. They chanted “No Bannon, no KKK, no fascist USA.” A few recognized me from Breitbart or from television and surrounded me to intimidate me; I needed police to walk me to my car.25


The opposition to Trump soon evolved beyond screaming into the night. That was partly because the far left, disillusioned by Bernie Sanders’s exit, had already begun looking beyond the election itself to bigger issues.


Throughout the fall, for example, protesters had been gathering in North Dakota to oppose the Dakota Access Pipeline, which ran near the Standing Rock Sioux Reservation. The protests continued through the winter and rallied many anti-Trump activists—including a young political neophyte named Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, later recruited to run for Congress.26


Others began targeting Republican politicians. A new group, called Indivisible, was formed by former Capitol Hill staffers in the weeks after the election. They distributed information to activists across the country, unabashedly modeling their efforts on the Tea Party movement that sprang up after Barack Obama’s election in 2008. Indivisible encouraged activists to attend town hall meetings held by Republican members of Congress and to ask them challenging questions.


Many Republicans were taken aback by the sudden flood of activists. The confrontations generated intense local media coverage, and suddenly long-term Republican incumbents began to look, and feel, vulnerable.


Indivisible and the Resistance laid the foundations for a successful 2018 midterm election campaign and attracted many young, left-wing activists to the Democratic Party’s cause.


THE DEEP STATE REVOLT


While left-wing activists were organizing to oppose the new administration, civil servants and Obama “holdovers” were working within the government to frustrate Trump’s policies—and, many hoped, to push him out of office.


Trump had hoped for a presidential “honeymoon,” the traditional period of roughly several weeks in which critics and opponents lie low, deferring to the prerogatives of the new administration and the will of the electorate. He suggested that he could work with Democrats on funding new infrastructure projects, and he courted organized labor by fulfilling his promise to withdraw the U.S. from the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP).


One union leader gushed after an Oval Office meeting January 23: “We just had, probably, the most incredible meeting of our careers… [Trump] took the time to take everyone into the Oval Office and show them the seat of power.”27


Though Trump had taken on the political “establishment” in his inaugural address, he had also appealed to Americans to “heal our divisions.”28


It was not to be.


Already, before President Trump had been sworn in, members of the federal law enforcement and intelligence agencies—known colloquially as the “deep state”—began leaking damaging information about the president-elect to the press. The leaks supported allegations of “collusion” between the Trump campaign and the Russian government—allegations that were later found meritless. A so-called dossier alleging that Trump had corrupt ties to Russia, and had committed salacious acts with prostitutes there, was reported by Buzzfeed and CNN after circulating in Washington circles for months. Then FBI director James Comey allegedly used the pretext of a briefing with the president-elect to facilitate the leaking of the dossier to these outlets.29 The New York Times reported on Inauguration Day30—on the top of the front page, in bold type—that the outgoing Obama administration had “wiretapped” key Trump aides.31


More broadly, the outgoing Obama administration had loosened the rules on the sharing of classified information within the federal government, making leaks more likely. Obama officials with high security clearance then began requesting the “unmasking” of American citizens whose conversations with foreign, especially Russian, officials had been wiretapped.32 One conversation was leaked to columnist David Ignatius of the Washington Post, who reported that incoming National Security Advisor Michael Flynn had spoken to then Russian ambassador Sergey Kislyak.33


These cloak-and-dagger tactics continued after Trump was inaugurated.


On January 27, 2017, merely a week after taking office, President Trump issued an executive order banning immigration and travel from “terror-prone countries.”34 The ban affected seven Arab or Muslim countries, all either terror-prone or known sponsors of terror (and earlier identified as such by the Obama administration).


Almost immediately, left-wing protesters crowded the nation’s airports. They chanted, they carried signs (“Fuck Donald Trump” among them35), and they demanded that travelers who had been apprehended by customs and immigration officials be allowed to enter the country. Democratic politicians began joining in—even when doing so meant delaying travelers to and from their own cities and states. In California, Lt. Governor Gavin Newsom, Los Angeles mayor Eric Garcetti, and others joined the protests—even though they were illegal, blocking traffic and causing many outbound passengers to miss their flights.36 The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) recruited lawyers to represent detained travelers; lawyers signed up by the hundreds.


The left called the executive order a “Muslim ban.” Trump had, in fact, proposed such a ban in the wake of the terror attacks in and around Paris in November 2015, when radical Islamic terrorists—including some who had posed as Syrian refugees—attacked a soccer game, restaurants, and the Bataclan theater, where the California band Eagles of Death Metal had been performing. The terrorists killed 130 people and wounded hundreds more. Trump later backed off the “Muslim ban” proposal, however, and his executive order said nothing in particular about religion.


That did not stop critics of the order from declaring that it was unconstitutional (though it is not clear that even an immigration ban based on religion would be unconstitutional, given that the people to whom it would apply would not, in fact, be in the United States). The order triggered another form of resistance—this time from within the government itself.


Acting U.S. Attorney General Sally Yates refused to enforce Trump’s “travel ban,” saying that it was unconstitutional and could not be defended in court. It was an extraordinary claim, one based on Yates’s own personal views of Trump’s political statements during the campaign. And it would later be defeated at the Supreme Court, which upheld a traditional view of presidential prerogatives in immigration policy.37 But it was praised in the media38 and inspired others in government.


Yates herself was fêted by the left—she was invited to deliver the Class Day lecture at Harvard Law School, for example.39 It later emerged that she had played a role in investigating Flynn (on the dubious suspicion that he was violating the Logan Act of 1799, which prevents private citizens from conducting diplomacy but is almost never prosecuted).


She was just the first visible face of a quiet rebellion among civil servants, Obama administration holdovers, and—most alarmingly—establishment-friendly Trump appointees to bring down Trump, or at least bring the new administration to heel. Politico reported in February 2017: “Federal employees worried that President Donald Trump will gut their agencies are creating new email addresses, signing up for encrypted messaging apps and looking for other, protected ways to push back against the new administration’s agenda.”40


The urgency of the “Resistance” only grew as Trump notched up a string of successes—launching an air strike on the Syrian regime for using chemical weapons against civilians, withdrawing from the Paris Climate Accords, and reforming the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, to name a few.


The deep state would continue its rebellion, leaking classified or otherwise embarrassing information incessantly to friendly media and to Democratic politicians. Such efforts eventually brought about Trump’s impeachment and attempted removal from office.


THE NEW “TEA PARTY”


The most visible face of the Resistance was an organization called the Women’s March, named for protests held in cities across the country on January 21, 2017, the day after Trump’s inauguration. The flagship event was in Washington, DC, itself, where thousands marched through the streets. Some of the participants had booked hotel rooms in anticipation of Hillary Clinton’s victory; when she lost, they kept their travel plans and signed up for the protest.


Some of the rhetoric at the demonstrations was whimsical, some militant. Madonna talked about blowing up the White House, for instance.41 The trademark pink “Pussyhats”—pink woolen knit hats with ears, named for Trump’s infamous Access Hollywood open-mic comment (“Grab them by the pussy”)42—became ubiquitous. (A year later, women were urged to abandon the Pussyhats in deference to transgender women, who might not have actual vaginas.)43


Other radical protests began to arise, loosely aligned with the Resistance. Left-wing Jews formed a group called the Jewish Resistance, recalling underground fighters in the Second World War. (This meant Trump supporters were, by definition, Nazis.) Those who formed the group appear to have had little idea that the name “Jewish Resistance Movement” had been used before: it was a violent movement that began at the end of World War II in opposition to British rule in Palestine and was associated with the political right.44


But the sudden rise—and radical actions—of the Resistance also had the effect of solidifying Trump’s core support behind him and of shocking at least some of the public. Michael Wolff, author of the controversial 2018 exposé Fire and Fury: Inside the Trump White House (Henry Holt and Company), reported that Bannon intended to provoke the left so that it would show its worst face to the public. Let the “snowflakes… show up at the airports and riot,” he reportedly said.45 He apparently knew that the movement would push the Democratic Party to the left and thus push moderate Americans to side—reluctantly, perhaps—with Trump.


Indeed, the more Americans learned about the Resistance—despite glowing media portrayals—the less they liked it. The Women’s March, in particular, ran into controversy. One of its most prominent leaders, Linda Sarsour, a hijab-wearing Palestinian American, was articulate and photogenic—but also had a penchant for extreme anti-Israel rhetoric.46 She attempted to exclude pro-Israel Jews from participation, saying that feminists could not be Zionists and vice versa.47 Another Women’s March leader, Tamika Mallory, openly supported the racist, anti-Semitic Nation of Islam leader Louis Farrakhan. The movement struggled to dissociate itself from Farrakhan and began losing support among Jewish leftists. (Sarsour and Mallory were dropped from the Women’s March board in mid-2019; however, another Farrakhan supporter, Carmen Perez,48 remained.)


Soon, the Resistance attracted major financial support from wealthy Democrats. The New York Times reported in October 2017: “It started as a scrappy grass-roots protest movement against President Trump, but now the so-called resistance is attracting six-and seven-figure checks from major liberal donors, posing an insurgent challenge to some of the left’s most venerable institutions—and the Democratic Party itself.”49 The Times added: “While the new groups gained early traction mostly on the strength of grass-roots volunteers and small donations—and with relatively meager overall budgets—they are beginning to attract attention from the left’s most generous benefactors.”


Among the beneficiaries was Indivisible, which had forty employees and multimillion-dollar budgets less than a year after its founding. The Resistance boosted fundraising for many left-wing organizations. The Times noted that the left-wing Center for American Progress (CAP), by now part of the Democratic Party establishment, raised money by selling forty-dollar T-shirts emblazoned with the word “resist”—drawing the ire of activists who resented the implication that CAP was leading the movement.


The Resistance aimed at nothing less than ousting the new president. In 2017, the conservative Washington Free Beacon published a memorandum from David Brock, the conservative-turned-liberal founder of left-wing groups like Media Matters and the American Bridge super PAC, in which he proposed using an array of organizations to remove Trump through impeachment.50


The Resistance also attempted to silence its opponents. A new left-wing group called Sleeping Giants emerged and began organizing boycotts of conservative media, including Breitbart. (None of the mainstream media outlets that reported on the group showed any interest in exposing who its leaders were.51 That task later fell to the Daily Caller, a conservative news website.52)


Democrats also began pressuring Facebook, Google, and other Silicon Valley giants to police their content. They blamed the tech companies for allegedly allowing “fake news” to circulate, on the theory that only a misinformed public could possibly have elected Trump to the White House. By September 2019, Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg had admitted that some of the fact-checking organizations it used turned out to have been staffed by left-wing activists.53


NEW LEADERS EMERGE


The Resistance, like the Tea Party of 2010, began to attract new activists to the political process. And unlike the Tea Party, new Resistance figures enjoyed positive attention from the media, which they parlayed into political success.


The political math in 2018 did not favor a Democratic takeover of the Senate in 2018, where the party had to defend twenty-three seats (twenty-five including independents), including ten in states that Trump had won in 2016. By contrast, Republicans were defending only eight seats.


But the House was a different story. On the one hand, the congressional map favored the Republicans. State legislatures that shifted to the GOP during the Tea Party wave of 2010, a census year, had generally redrawn the districts to favor Republicans.


On the other hand, the 2016 election had demonstrated—and accelerated—a trend in which once-conservative suburbs were becoming more liberal, thanks to immigration and cultural shifts among elites. In 2016, Orange County, California, voted for Hillary Clinton—making her the first Democratic presidential candidate to win the Republican stronghold in decades.


Wealthy districts in liberal, “blue” states were particularly vulnerable. President Trump signed tax reforms in 2017 that lowered income and corporate tax rates—but also capped the state and local tax (SALT) deduction at $10,000. That hit wealthy homeowners, who had little hope of persuading Democratic state and local governments to lower taxes. In California, New York, and New Jersey, that created the basis for a backlash.


Democrats were also motivated by other grievances. They were horrified by President Trump’s support for the Keystone XL pipeline, which would bring oil from Canada’s tar sands to the United States, and which Obama had blocked. They were frightened by Trump’s rollback of federal regulations, aided by the Congressional Review Act, a hitherto-obscure law that allowed Congress to repeal new rules that the executive had failed to report to the legislature. The Obama administration had ignored that law—and so Republicans set about dismantling as many of his regulations as they could.


Democrats also capitalized on public outrage at the scourge of mass shootings. Though mass shootings were not, in fact, growing more common,54 they were horrific—and easily politicized.


A mass shooting at the Route 91 Harvest country music festival in Las Vegas, Nevada, on October 1, 2017, was the largest in American history, claiming 58 innocent lives. In another, at the Marjorie Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida, 19 people, mostly students, were killed. And on October 27, 2018, a right-wing extremist—who hated Donald Trump55 for being too pro-Jewish—killed 11 Jews at the Tree of Life Synagogue in Pittsburgh. It was the worst mass murder of Jews in American history.


Though it was not the top issue for voters, six in ten participants in the midterm election favored gun control.56


Other Democrats were motivated by the fight to block the confirmation of Brett Kavanaugh to the U.S. Supreme Court. As Kavanaugh’s nomination moved through the Senate in the fall of 2018, Democrats began touting uncorroborated claims of sexual misconduct against him that had been leaked to, or uncovered by, the mainstream media. The allegations concerned episodes in high school and college, decades ago, which had never been reported before and could not be confirmed.


Republican voters rallied around Kavanaugh. But Democrats, fearing the Court’s newly invigorated 5–4 conservative majority, attacked the Trump administration with greater urgency than before.


Ultimately, Republicans would net two additional seats in the Senate. But Democrats won a “wave” election in the House, flipping 41 seats and taking control with a 17-seat majority.57


Even before the midterm election in November 2018, however, there were the primary races. As occurred with the Tea Party in 2010, it was there that the effects of the Resistance were first felt.


The first and most important shock came in June 2018, when a 28-year-old Puerto Rican bartender-turned-political activist, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, challenged incumbent veteran congressman Joe Crowley, a trusted lieutenant of would-be Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) in New York’s Fourteenth Congressional District.


Ocasio-Cortez—or AOC, a nickname she later adopted—ran on a simple, radical promise: she pledged to abolish U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), the agency within the Department of Homeland Security responsible for enforcing the country’s immigration laws. She took Crowley to task in a televised debate in which he agreed that ICE was fascist, but not that it should be eliminated.58


Crowley, who had not faced a primary challenge in 14 years, struggled to keep up with AOC’s spirited campaign. And on primary night, AOC’s victory shook the political world.


Her successful insurgency inspired others. In September 2018, in Massachusetts, the previously unknown Ayanna Pressley challenged long-term incumbent Mike Capuano, who had represented Boston’s northern suburbs for two decades in the same district once held by former Speaker of the House Tip O’Neill. Former Somali refugee Ilhan Omar won the Democratic nomination in Minnesota’s Fifth Congressional District. Palestinian American Rashida Tlaib won her primary in Michigan’s thirteenth district. Both would run against minimal or no Republican opposition in the general election, becoming the first two Muslim women elected to Congress.


The insurgents changed everything. Most were radicals. There had been far-left Democrats before, usually from gerrymandered districts, chosen by the party machine, negotiating for seats at the table and pork at the trough.


These young leaders were different. They had defied the party hierarchy and owed it nothing. More than that, they had mastered social media and new methods of organizing through technology; they had an audience they did not need mainstream media to reach.


AOC was the unquestioned star of the Resistance class of 2018. While she seemed to know little about policy59—despite Boston University degrees in international relations and economics—she was an exceptionally gifted communicator.


The Dilbert cartoonist Scott Adams, who had famously predicted in August 2015 that Donald Trump would win the Republican nomination—and perhaps the presidency—noted frequently that AOC had many of the same skills. Like Trump, she was a “master persuader” who was good not only at taking apart her critics on Twitter but also at using social media to generate public support for her ideas.60 She drew large audiences for her Instagram live streams as she held forth on politics while chopping vegetables or sipping wine. Other Democrats tried imitating her, not always successfully: Elizabeth Warren, for example, drew ridicule for streaming video of herself drinking beer in her kitchen with her reluctant husband.61


AOC was a formidable critic of the party’s centrists and moderates. She repeatedly attacked the Problem Solvers Caucus, a bipartisan group of moderates that tried to set aside politics to solve common national problems. And through a group called the Justice Democrats, who sought unabashedly to replace white Democrats with progressive minorities, Ocasio-Cortez threatened moderate Democratic incumbents. (The group’s official goal was to target “Democratic incumbents who are demographically and ideologically out-of-touch with their districts.”)62


AOC and her cohort—derided by Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi as the “Squad,”63 a pejorative nickname later taken up by Trump—allowed the radical left to make the leap from the college campus, the streets, and social media directly into the halls of power. In the 2020 race, Ocasio-Cortez was openly disdainful of former vice president Joe Biden without dismissing him entirely. Though she initially declined to endorse a candidate, it was clear that without her, the Democratic primary field would not have been as far left as it turned out to be.


Through AOC and the Squad, the Resistance set the Democratic Party, and the country, on a course for Red November,64 with no turning back.
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DEMOCRATIC SOCIALISM




“Barack Obama’s name appears on a large list of names and addresses in a folder labeled ‘Socialist Scholars Conference,’ in the Records of the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA).”


—Stanley Kurtz, Radical-in-Chief: Barack Obama and the Untold Story of American Socialism65





DEEP ROOTS


Democratic socialism did not simply spring upon the American political scene. It blossomed only after decades of quiet cultivation in the American academy and “community organizing” within the grassroots organizations loosely aligned with the Democratic Party.


Socialism itself enjoyed its heyday in the United States in the 1930s, when the country was in the throes of the Great Depression and the horrors of life in the Soviet Union—the pioneering “socialist” republic—were not yet widely known or had been obscured by sympathetic journalists like Walter Duranty of the New York Times.


Eugene V. Debs, the iconic American socialist, ran for president five times on the Socialist Party ticket from 1900 to 1920 but remained a marginal figure. In 1934, left-wing journalist Upton Sinclair ran for and won the Democratic Party nomination for governor of California on a socialist platform. Though he lost in the general election, many of his ideas arguably shaped the New Deal policies of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt.66


World War II rehabilitated the image of the Soviet Union in the United States, and many intellectuals and artists—particularly in Hollywood—were attracted to socialist ideals. Some even joined the Communist Party, until the Cold War and the McCarthy era made doing so unpalatable.


The civil rights struggles of the 1950s and 1960s reshaped the Democratic Party. It had once been the party of segregation across the South. But a postwar generation of reformers, inspired by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., led the party to embrace ideals of racial equality. By the end of the 1960s, activists had turned their attention to opposing the Vietnam War and to broader issues of socioeconomic inequality.


The advent of radical politics, associated with upheaval in the streets, sent many American voters running in the opposite direction. But a hard core of activists remained devoted to the cause, finding shelter on college campuses and within a constellation of left-wing organizations inspired by the lessons of Saul Alinsky, the iconic community organizer and political theorist.


Alinsky, who inspired a young former “Goldwater Girl” named Hillary Clinton (née Rodham) to write her senior thesis at Wellesley College about him, is known for his manual, Rules for Radicals. While Alinsky urged readers to disrupt the existing social order, he also instructed them to do so from within the existing system. “If the real radical finds that having long hair sets up psychological barriers to communication and organization,” Alinsky wrote, “he cuts his hair.”67


Democratic socialism emerged from the post-1960s world as the idea of achieving socialist ideals through democratic means. Unlike communism, in which the state controlled the means of production and a single party organization directed political life, democratic socialism was to achieve radical socioeconomic equality through the consent of the governed.


Exactly how that was to be achieved was never quite clear. F. A. Hayek, the Austrian-British economist whose free-market philosophy inspired the revolutions of Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher, cautioned in The Road to Serfdom in 1944 that even the softer idea of “social democracy” was an oxymoron. Once the state attempted to plan economic life, it had to do so through arbitrary power, sacrificing individual liberty and democracy itself: “a socialist government must not allow itself to be too much fettered by democratic procedure,” Hayek wrote.68


The idea of democratic socialism could persist as a pleasant utopia only where it was never actually tested by governing, in a prosperous society where activists could depend on altruistic contributions from the surplus wealth of successful, perhaps guilt-ridden, capitalists. But from the safety of the academy, democratic socialism had a profound influence on successive generations of young politically minded Americans.


One of them was Barack Obama, who became a community organizer in Chicago after graduating from Columbia University where he was exposed to radical politics in New York. Obama did not join the Democratic Socialists of America, as some other Democrats did, but he did seek the endorsement of the socialist New Party in 1996 when he ran for the Illinois State Senate, and he may actually have joined the party organization itself, a fact his presidential campaign later obscured.69


There was good reason for Obama to conceal his socialist ties. Democratic socialism remained a marginal movement—until 2019, when the emerging Democratic presidential field looked like a casting call for a Politburo pantomime. If Debs had been able to travel forward in time, he would have been delighted.


To borrow a phrase coined by columnist George F. Will to explain the election of Ronald Reagan,70 after conservative Barry Goldwater’s resounding defeat to President Lyndon B. Johnson in 1964, Debs had actually won the 1912 presidential election—it just took 108 years to count all of the votes.


By November 2020, either Democrats would regret lurching so far to the left that they reelected Donald Trump—or Republicans would be aghast at the first openly socialist U.S. government.



THE ROAD TO SOCIALISM


How did we arrive at this point?


Anyone old enough to remember voting in the 1990s may also remember that the common complaint was that the two major parties had converged. President Bill Clinton had run for the White House in 1992 as a pro-business Democrat. His liberal policies—such as “Hillarycare”—had cost his party control of Congress in 1994, but he moved back to the middle—so much so that Republicans grumbled that he had stolen their core policy positions.


The holy grail of American politics at the time was the “soccer mom”—the suburban, middle-class, female voter, sensitive to social issues but primarily concerned about economic issues and nervous about crime. The old Democratic Party—with its loyalty to Big Labor and the failed policies of Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society—was too left-wing for these voters.


In the aftermath of Ronald Reagan’s victories in the 1980s, the “New Democrats” emerged to pull the party to the center. Led by the Democratic Leadership Council (DLC), the New Democrats combined enthusiasm for free markets and free trade with support for a stable safety net and liberal social policies.


Even as late as 2004, with the antiwar movement newly resurgent in response to President George W. Bush’s policies in the Middle East, Democrats turned to Senator John Kerry (D-MA), a Vietnam War veteran who was supposedly more moderate than liberal contenders like Vermont governor Howard Dean. (As one campaign button put it: “Dated Dean—Married Kerry.”)71


But after Kerry lost to incumbent President George W. Bush, a new group of left-wing activists—the “netroots”—made use of new technological tools, such as blogs and online fundraising, to take over the party. They made Dean chair of the Democratic National Committee (DNC) and fueled the party’s 2006 midterm election win.


It was Obama who finally broke the mold. Obama took on not only the Clinton machine but also the conventional model of American politics. Rather than running to the center of the political spectrum, Obama presented Americans with unabashedly left-wing policies and radical perspectives on American society—which, he said, needed to be “fundamentally transform[ed].”72


Obama was skillful at cloaking his ideas in moderate rhetoric and the gauzy language of “hope and change.” But his core supporters knew his true views—on gay marriage, on gun control, on government-run health care, and on other issues. Arguably, Obama’s quiet, unwavering conviction to a set of left-wing principles allowed him to project an image of stability throughout the 2008 financial crisis that eventually ushered him into office.


Crucially, when Democrats lost the House of Representatives to the Tea Party–fueled GOP in the 2010 midterm elections, Obama did not triangulate, as Clinton had done. Rather, Obama doubled down on left-wing policies. He picked up the class warfare themes of the Occupy Wall Street movement, which cast American politics as a struggle between the “99 percent and the 1 percent.” He urged Americans to vote against an alternative that represented the “privileged few.”73


In so doing, Obama was applying the lessons he had learned during his years as a community organizer, in Alinsky style. He was also putting into practice the conclusions he had drawn from watching Chicago’s mayor Harold Washington, who had become the city’s first black mayor in 1983.74 Washington had been stymied in his first term by white “ethnic” Democrats, many of whom were from the old Chicago machine and resented the rise of a black newcomer. So he made only incremental changes, using his executive powers where he could.


After several years of “Council Wars,” the fever broke, and Washington won a narrow majority among the aldermen. In 1987, he was reelected to a second term—but promptly died of a heart attack, his progressive potential unfulfilled.


Obama was determined not to repeat that mistake. Like Washington, he would use executive powers to circumvent an opposition that he (mistakenly, in Obama’s case) saw as racist. But unlike Washington, he would make big changes, lest he miss the opportunity.


Obama pushed the American system past its limit—though few within the mainstream media would acknowledge that he had done so. So many journalists agreed with Obama’s policy goals that they failed to notice or protest when he exceeded his executive powers to help illegal aliens, evaded the Constitution to push through the Iran nuclear deal, or failed to cultivate consensus in favor of major new entitlements like Obamacare.75 And when things went wrong, they rarely held him accountable.


It did not matter. In his election, and reelection, Obama taught Democrats that if the party was prepared to fight for its true values, it could win. He showed that governing was less important—at least, to a Democrat—than having the right beliefs. Obama’s brand of politics was a secular faith: the important thing was to believe hard enough.


THE SHELL-SHOCKED CENTER


The party had not believed hard enough in Hillary Clinton. And perhaps she had not believed hard enough in the party or what its activist base wanted to achieve.


On paper, as her most earnest supporters often noted, she was among the most qualified people ever to have sought the presidency. She had made the leap from the ceremonial post of first lady to U.S. senator from New York and won reelection. She had nearly been her party’s nominee in 2008 before settling into the new administration as secretary of state.


But her past support for the Iraq War haunted her in the 2008 primary and continued to do so in 2016. Worse, the party alienated some of its own voters by mishandling the entire nomination process. Clinton probably could have defeated Bernie Sanders in a fair fight, yet her backers in the DNC rigged the primary anyway. They leaked debate questions to her,76 suppressed dissent at the Democratic National Convention in Philadelphia,77 and even used anti-Semitic rhetoric in a dubious ploy to stir hostility to Sanders among the supposedly bigoted voters of Appalachia.78


At one point during the convention, as the roll call to nominate Clinton was complete, hundreds of Sanders supporters staged a walkout, barricading themselves inside the media center across from the plenary arena. I had been tipped off to the protest, called #Demexit (in homage to Brexit, which voters in the United Kingdom had passed just weeks before). Some Sanders delegates chanted, “This is what democracy looks like!”; others were silent, standing with tape over their mouths. Some held signs reading “Stolen election,” “DNC lost most of us for good,” and “The Democratic Party just elected Donald Trump.”79


When Trump won on November 9, it was a surprise to much of the nation and a deep shock to the Democratic Party and the media who had confidently predicted a Clinton victory. But it was less of a shock to many Sanders supporters. Some Sanders voters—especially in the Upper Midwest, where both Sanders and Trump had stressed their opposition to free trade deals—had quietly crossed over and voted for the GOP ticket.80


The progressive base of the Democratic Party may have hated Trump just as much as members of the more moderate, establishment wing did. But the left understood that Trump was using many of their issues and their grievances against Washington and Wall Street.


Left-wing filmmaker Michael Moore saw it coming in his home town of Flint, Michigan. “Trump’s election is going to be the biggest ‘fuck you’ ever recorded in human history—and it will feel good,” he predicted.81


The Sanders wing of the party also believed that Clinton lacked the authenticity to connect to voters. And she had neglected Obama’s example: though she tried to move left, she was not providing revolutionary new policies. She promised to break the “glass ceiling” that had held back female candidates—and that was good, especially when faced with a domineering male like Trump—but while identity politics thrilled pundits, voters wanted more.


The Democratic Party hierarchy, for its part, was shell-shocked. Everything party insiders thought they knew about the world was upended by Trump’s win. Unlike the progressive base—the establishment had no way to explain what had happened, it was particularly susceptible to conspiracy theories about why Trump had won the election—from the influence of “fake news” in social media to the supposed influence of Russian “collusion” with the Trump campaign.


As the Brookings Institution’s Shadi Hamid wrote of the “moderates” in the Wall Street Journal, “Democracy dies when one side loses respect for electoral outcomes.… Disrespect for democratic outcomes has become particularly acute on the center-left.… Many Democrats are unwilling to accept that Mrs. Clinton actually lost to Donald Trump. Those who find her standard center-left technocratic worldview congenial are disinclined to accept ideological explanations, so they look for scapegoats.”82


The deep state, inclined to prefer the status quo, did Democrats no favors by unleashing the surveillance powers of the state against the Trump campaign and transition team. And the party establishment was no better served by the sympathetic mainstream media. CNN, the Washington Post, the New York Times, National Public Radio, and others served up a constant diet of stories presaging Trump’s seemingly inevitable impeachment.


The world that the Clintons had built over more than two decades—their family foundation, the nonprofit groups, the academic network, the liberal policy think tanks, and the extensive web of personal and financial ties—was shattered by the election.


Instead of regrouping, many Democrats became preoccupied with what had happened in 2016. Many also believed some version of the nightmare that Hillary Clinton’s campaign had been spinning for months—namely, that Trump’s election represented the arrival of fascist dictatorship in the United States.


Meanwhile, the Sanders camp got organized. Again.


FREE-FOR-ALL


The 2020 Democratic Party presidential primary was to be defined by debate over a set of unabashedly socialist policies: free health care (“Medicare for All”), free college, free passage across the border, free jobs, free abortion on demand, and an environment free of fossil fuels (the Green New Deal).


Free everything, in return for nothing—paid for by taxing the rich. Some—notably, Bernie Sanders—admitted that they would tax the middle class, too, but claimed the savings those taxpayers would receive would more than make up for the burden they would be made to bear.


It was an extraordinary response to the defeat of 2016, in which large portions of the American electorate, particularly in the Upper Midwest, appeared to have shifted to the right. Counties that Barack Obama had won twice in the Rust Belt chose Trump instead. The Republican nominee—once a Democrat himself—won states like Michigan, Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania, which had eluded the GOP since the era of Democrat-turned-Republican Ronald Reagan.


That ought to have spurred reflection among Democrats as to whether their party’s increasingly “progressive” policies had alienated the middle-class voters they claimed to represent.


Instead, the opposite happened: the 2020 candidates stampeded to the left.


Even Joe Biden rejected the “moderate” label, telling reporters that he was still a “liberal” in a changing party: “For my whole career, I wish had been labeled in Delaware, for the seven times I ran, as a ‘moderate’.” He lamented the shift, noting sardonically: “The definition of ‘progressive’ now seems to be changing. That is, ‘Are you a socialist? Well, that’s a real progressive.’”83 He rejected the conventional labels, calling himself “an Obama-Biden Democrat” instead.84


Of course, Obama was partly responsible for the party’s ideological shifts. And there were also other factors.


One was simply that the Cold War had faded too far from the memory of many Americans—particularly younger ones—to make them fear socialism or even understand it. Contemporary examples of failure like Venezuela or struggling South Africa (where communists sat in government) notwithstanding, young Americans polled in 2014 said they did not trust government but wanted more of it.85 By 2019, one poll found that 61 percent of Americans ages 18 to 24 had a positive reaction to “socialism” while just 58 percent had a positive reaction to the word “capitalism”; the difference was barely within the poll’s 3.5 percent margin of error (among 2,777 adults).86


College campuses became increasingly dominated by the left, as the radical protesters from the 1960s had returned by the 1990s to teach and to lead, shaping new generations in their image. Many young Americans yearned for a larger cause like the civil rights struggle or the Vietnam War had been for their parents, a cause that they could make their own.


Other cultural changes also pulled Democrats to the left. The gay rights movement, having won the right to marriage nationwide, pressed further. Gender could no longer be driven by biology. No lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer (LGBTQ) person could be free, it seemed, until the old norms were overthrown. Tolerance was no longer the goal: society itself had to be transformed.


Two catalytic events had also shaped the views of young Americans. One was the Iraq War, which the majority of Americans had originally supported but which many came to oppose as the rebuilding effort failed and fighting bogged down in counterinsurgency. Because there was no draft, the war did not have the same sweeping social effects as the Vietnam War had, but it eroded the trust that many Americans had in the traditional leaders and institutions that had originally made the case for intervention.


The other major event was the Great Recession of 2007–2009. When the housing bubble burst, it took with it the American dream of homeownership for many people. The policies of the Obama administration, which emphasized regulation and redistribution, slowed the economic recovery. Many young people, weighed down by student loans, came of age in an era when the free market seemed far less attractive than the proffered ideal of a society well managed by intelligent bureaucrats. Others, conversely, living—under Trump—through what proved to be the longest economic recovery in the history of the country, became convinced that the country could afford to do more to help the poor. To many young Americans, socialism seemed both necessary—and affordable, given the political will.


Another factor tempting Democrats to the left was Trump himself. The fact that he had won against all expectations and that he continued to defy rhetorical conventions (even though, more quietly, he was arguably more scrupulous than his predecessor about observing constitutional limits)87 unleashed the dreams of the left.


Democrats had watched the other side win an astonishing victory. More amazing, Trump—defying opposition, as Obama had done—had fulfilled his campaign promises to his conservative base. In so doing, he had liberated the left to think about what might be possible when they regained power.


Why not campaign openly on the radical agenda at which Obama had only hinted?
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PRELUDE




“Back when the Democratic primary still had more candidates than a shot of the debate stage could comfortably hold—including Julián Castro, Cory Booker, Kamala Harris, Andrew Yang, Jay Inslee, Eric Swalwell, Kirsten Gillibrand, Pete Buttigieg, Amy Klobuchar, John Delaney, Michael Bennet, and even Marianne Williamson and Tulsi Gabbard—I remember thinking that whatever else might happen, this much at least was true: The Democratic Party had a deep bench of competent contenders. That seemed like good news, and so did this: The agendas most of these folks offered were considerably to the left of any I’d heard before.”


—Writer Lili Loofbourow, Slate, March 4, 202088





AN ENORMOUS FIELD


The field of contenders for the Democratic Party nomination to challenge President Donald Trump in 2020 was the largest and most diverse ever presented to the American public. Over two dozen candidates had thrown their proverbial hats into the ring by mid-2019. Two more candidates—both serious contenders, largely by virtue of their vast wealth—would join the fray by year’s end.


They came from an astonishing variety of backgrounds. African American and Latino, Jewish and Hindu, male and female, gay and straight: almost every conceivable category was represented. The youngest was 37; the oldest was 77. There were governors and mayors, senators and representatives, businessmen and veterans—even a spiritual guru.


By the end, the choice proved to be shockingly conventional: former vice president Joe Biden versus Senator Bernie Sanders, two aging white men, representing the clash between the party establishment and the insurgent grass roots. Between them, they had spent nearly a century in public office.


All that was still far into the future at the start of a race that attracted a multitude of participants for two reasons: if Donald Trump could do it, anyone could; and if any president could be beaten, he could.


There was early favorite Senator Kamala Harris (D-CA), the country’s only female African American senator, who had begun campaigning for the nomination almost from the moment she arrived in Washington. There was Senator Elizabeth Warren (D-MA), a former Republican and Harvard Law School professor who had built a national reputation by taking on Wall Street in the aftermath of the financial crisis. There was South Bend, Indiana, mayor Pete Buttigieg, making history as the first openly gay candidate for president. And there was Senator Amy Klobuchar (D-MN), who was less well known but managed to stay in the hunt much longer than anyone expected.


As for the others: some were often more amusing than amazing.


There was Representative Eric Swalwell (D-CA), known for his enthusiastic pursuit of claims of “Russian collusion” against the president, declaring at one point that Trump was a Russian “agent.”89


Senator Kirsten Gillibrand (D-NY) attempted to mount a campaign by appealing to disaffected female voters still furious over Hillary Clinton’s defeat. Joining her from New York was New York City mayor Bill de Blasio. Like Sanders, he was a socialist—one who had honeymooned in Cuba before eventually finding himself in Gracie Mansion—the mayor’s expansive house on Manhattan’s Upper East Side—after the implosion of former representative Anthony Weiner’s comeback mayoral campaign in 2013. Senator Cory Booker (D-NJ), from nearby New Jersey, had built an unlikely profile as mayor of Newark, but struggled to gain national traction.


Former Housing and Urban Development secretary Julián Castro launched a campaign pitched directly at Latino voters. He made an early trip to Puerto Rico to show solidarity with the hurricane-ravaged island—whose residents, while U.S. citizens, could only vote in the primary, not the general election.


Businessman Andrew Yang developed a cult following that saw him qualify for most of the debates through the New Hampshire primary. His core campaign promise was a socialist fad called universal basic income—a promise to pay each American citizen $1,000 per month—that had caught on among the guilt-ridden hyper-billionaires of Silicon Valley.


Former representative Beto O’Rourke (D-TX) had thrilled Democrats nationwide when he challenged conservative Senator Ted Cruz (R-TX) in the 2018 midterm election, losing narrowly. He had the odd habit of live-streaming deeply personal events, such as haircuts, flu shots, and dental cleanings. Even left-leaning journalists found that too hard not to mock.90


And then there was Marianne Williamson, a best-selling author who had befriended Hollywood’s A-list en route to a political career. She led crowds of supporters in chants about love and told Americans they owed $500 billion in reparations for slavery.


There were a few self-described moderates, but they fared poorly. When former representative John Delaney (D-MD) criticized government-provided health care—Medicare for All—and Colorado governor John Hickenlooper declared “socialism is not the answer” at the California Democratic Party’s 2019 convention, they were booed off the stage.91


It was difficult not to be entertained—and one almost wished for the carnival to last through the entire election.


Most seemed to share the conviction that Trump’s election had been, at best, a fluke—and, at worst, the result of a nefarious Russian conspiracy. “I believe history will look back on four years of this president and all he embraces as an aberrant moment in time,” Biden said,92 promising a return to the status quo ante.


Many, nonetheless, saw it as an opportunity. In 2008, then president-elect Barack Obama’s incoming chief of staff, Rahm Emanuel, famously declared: “You never want a serious crisis to go to waste.”93 Likewise, several Democratic candidates saw the 2020 election as a moment ripe with revolutionary potential.


Regardless, all were united by a common purpose: getting rid of Donald Trump.


THE RESISTANCE ARRIVES IN WASHINGTON


“We’re gonna impeach the motherfucker!”


So declared newly sworn-in Representative Rashida Tlaib, on her first day in office, to the lusty cheers of a crowd of supporters at a party hosted by the left-wing activist group MoveOn.org.94


The new Democratic Party majority in the House of Representatives owed much to the election of candidates in suburban districts who were moderate in their temperament, if not in their views.


But the party’s effort had undoubtedly been motivated by the Resistance and the emergence of charismatic new leaders.


Representatives Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Ayanna Pressley, Tlaib, and others had replaced old party stalwarts with their new brand of uncompromising left-wing politics. Many identified openly as democratic socialists. They were unabashed in their insistence that Trump be impeached and that the country adopt urgent, progressive policies.


Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi (D-CA), newly restored to that position after losing the gavel in the Tea Party wave of 2010, had clung to power within her diminished party for several successive elections in the hopes of regaining control of the chamber. During the midterm election, she had done all she could to discourage talk of impeachment, for fear of alarming the public. She let it be known publicly that she disapproved of the efforts of billionaire left-wing donor Tom Steyer,95 for example, who backed pro-impeachment candidates and spent more than $100 million on his Need to Impeach campaign.96


But hope of undoing the 2016 election, one way or another, was the motivating force behind Democrats’ campaign. “Moderate” candidates like Katie Hill, challenging incumbent Representative Steve Knight (R-CA) in suburban Ventura County, let it be known that she was a gun owner. But she also turned up at the U.S. Supreme Court to join left-wing and pro-choice activists in demonstrations against the confirmation of Justice Brett Kavanaugh.97


Even “moderate” incumbents had been moved by the new spirit of total, unrelenting opposition. Representative Ted Lieu (D-CA), a mild-mannered U.S. Air Force Reserve colonel first elected in 2014, had once shown an independent streak. In 2015, he was one of the few Democrats to oppose President Obama’s ill-fated nuclear deal with Iran. Lieu even published a thoughtful twenty-three-page policy paper explaining in meticulous detail the reasons for his decision to oppose the agreement.98


But Trump’s election turned the moderate Lieu into a fire-breathing radical. He posted a “Cloud of Illegitimacy Clock” on his congressional website in January 2017, arguing that President Trump was illegitimate, partly because of allegations that Russia had colluded in his election.99 Lieu also criticized the president incessantly on Twitter, earning praise—and donations—from fellow Democrats, though managing to shock even his own mother.


“Lieu’s mother,” the Associated Press reported, “said he never showed such aggressiveness earlier in life, describing her son as a quiet man who never talked back to his parents and never mistreated his younger brother.”


All it took was Donald Trump.100


Though the new arrivals on Capitol Hill often deferred to Pelosi, they extracted a price for their political support. One such arrangement, apparently, was the appointment of Representative Ilhan Omar (D-MN) to the House Foreign Affairs Committee.


Omar had a long history of radical anti-Israel rhetoric. She had called Israel an “apartheid regime,”101 and during Israel’s war in 2014 against Hamas terrorists in Gaza, she tweeted: “Israel has hypnotized the world, may Allah awaken the people and help them see the evil doings of Israel.”102


The Jewish community in Minneapolis—the largest outside Chicago—was so concerned about Omar’s possible arrival in Washington that they staged an intervention in an attempt to learn more about her views and discourage her from using vitriolic anti-Israel language.


“Most of us came out of that conversation very troubled by the answers we received,” said state legislator Ron Latz, a Democrat.103 “I was not convinced she was going to give a balanced approach to policy in the Middle East, and I was not convinced… where her heart is on these things.”


Omar initially toned down some of her anti-Israel policies. She told voters that she would oppose the anti-Israel “boycott, divestment, sanctions” (BDS) movement because it was “not helpful in getting that two-state solution.” But after the November 2018 election, she came out in support of BDS, in what the left-wing Forward reported “seemed like a bait-and-switch to many Jewish Minnesotans.”104
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