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A Massive Fraud of this type and magnitude allows for the termination of all rules, regulations, and articles, even those found in the Constitution.


—Donald J. Trump, 45th President of the United States
















Introduction


The Conspiracy to End America














I remember the moment clearly. I was watching the sun come up in Park City, Utah, where I’d been working with the Lincoln Project to defeat Donald Trump. It was a couple of weeks before the 2020 election and it had been another all-nighter, one of many during that campaign in my personal war against Donald Trump and the modern Republican Party I had helped create. I’d just finished one of the over three hundred videos we frantically produced in just a few months, and I was tracking the latest polling from the handful of key states: Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, Michigan, Arizona, Nevada.


This was the sixth presidential campaign I’d worked on, and I felt like I had spent half my life locked in rooms working the numbers in those same states. I had helped elect governors or senators in all of them and could discern the patterns developing in the often confusing and contradictory flow of data. In that instant, the fog of political war lifted, and I could see the outcome with confident clarity. Donald Trump was going to lose. Joe Biden would be the next president of the United States.


I sent off my latest video and fell asleep, allowing myself to think about life after Trump. As a media consultant who had helped elect more Republicans to top office than any in my tribe, I felt a deep personal responsibility for what the party had become. After the 2016 election, that burden drove me to write It Was All a Lie: How the Republican Party Became Donald Trump. But that morning before the 2020 election, I felt that my duty had been done. I had fought as hard as I could and used every bit of my skills to blow up the Death Star of Trump. I could not change my past. My political memory would always play in the key of regret. But I was free to move on.


Had you asked me that morning if Republicans would accept defeat if Joe Biden won by over 8 million votes and north of 300 electoral college votes, my answer would have been simple: What else could they do? They wouldn’t like it, but when you walk off the field of the Super Bowl, the score is the score. Endless hours would be spent by the despondent losing fans analyzing what could have been done differently, but none of it would matter. The final scoreboard was never wrong.


I should have known better. Any faint hope I had that the Republican Party might seize on a Trump defeat as an impetus to self-correct was quickly destroyed. I watched Republican senators and congressmen I’d help elect, men and women I knew to be sane and decent, refuse to acknowledge what grade-school children knew to be true: Donald Trump had lost the 2020 race. When I spoke to a few, I heard variations of “We’re just humoring him. What harm can it do?”


Soon their answer would come as they ran for their lives from domestic terrorists their leader had called to action and their complicity had emboldened.


The greatest danger is often not recognizing the greatest danger. The need I experienced before the 2020 election to believe there was a salvageable normal in American politics was as predictable as it was dangerous. But today’s Republican Party is not a “normal” political party in the American tradition. It has become an autocratic movement masquerading as a political party. If we look away from that truth, we greatly increase the likelihood that the America we love will slip away, never to return.


Whenever a democracy slides into autocracy, there are five critical elements at work. All of these are active today in American politics. The tendency is to examine each as if it is an isolated phenomenon, troubling perhaps but manageable by the American system. This illusion is the hope of the autocrats and a potentially fatal mistake. Each of these is part of a greater whole that together threatens the existence of the American experiment. This book is an urgent warning to examine collectively the power of the forces working together to end American democracy as we know it.


The five autocratic building blocks are:




• Propagandists


• Support of a major party


• Financers


• Legal theories to legitimize actions


• Shock troops




This is the conspiracy to end America. All are growing in power and influence as their cumulative impact metastasizes more dangerously every day. Fox News is a small part of an entire ecosphere of media that looks to autocrats like Viktor Orbán of Hungary as their role models. American oligarchs like Peter Thiel, who has openly voiced his opposition to democracy, combine with a vast online base of small donors to provide virtually unlimited funding for their cause. The Republican Party refuses to admit that America has a legally elected president. After the coup attempt of January 6, Republicans in forty-seven states introduced legislation to change voting laws, the product of a quiet, right-wing legal industry that has been at work for decades methodically altering the legal framework of democracy. The insurrectionists who stormed the Capitol are now heroes and martyrs to a fierce network of men and women who believe they have a moral obligation to remove the current illegal occupant of the White House. Donald Trump has summoned them to fight “the final battle.” They are answering the call.


This is not theoretical for me. I know many of these people, know their world and how they function. As dangerous as they may seem, they are worse.


This is testimony to a corrupt system I helped construct, a book I never would have imagined writing in my years as a Republican political consultant. Now it is a book I can’t imagine not writing.


It is not too late to save American democracy. But it is too late to pretend that the danger is not great, and the time grows short.















Chapter 1



The Propagandists




Those who manipulate this unseen mechanism of society constitute an invisible government which is the true ruling power of our country.


—Edward Bernays, Propaganda (1928)
















I fell into political media consulting by chance. I was in film school at UCLA and got a call from the chief of staff of a congressman I’d worked for as a page when I was in high school. That congressman, Thad Cochran, was now running for the Senate and his chief of staff, Jon Hinson, had decided to run for his congressional seat. His Democratic opponent was the son of powerful Mississippi Senator John Stennis and it seemed everyone expected him to win easily. “I don’t have any money to hire anybody to make commercials,” Hinson told me. “So you have to do it.”


I told him that was interesting, but I didn’t know how to make commercials. “I just make these stupid little films,” I told him. But Hinson was desperate, and I had always loved politics, so I finally agreed to give it a try. Hinson ended up winning an upset, mostly because he was in the right place at the right time, and to my great surprise, I discovered people would pay me to make commercials. I could do it sort of seasonally like migrant labor work, I presumed, taking a few months to work in campaigns while I tried to find a way into the film and writing world.


Early in his second term, Hinson would resign from Congress when he was arrested having sex with another male in a bathroom on the then little-used sixth floor of the Longworth House Office Building. When I later discovered the odd and seemingly contradictory reality that many conservative Republicans are gay, it seemed less surprising that my first client had so ended his brief career.


Even though Hinson didn’t last long in Congress, his win was considered a rare uphill landslide, and it launched my career. The secret to success as a political consultant is to work for people who are going to win anyway and just not screw it up. I was lucky to work for good candidates, and by 1988—a few political cycles later—my video work had found its way in front of Roger Ailes, and he liked it enough to hire me to make a film for the 1988 Republican National Convention. The film was scheduled to run just before the keynote speech and its theme was “Celebrating the American Dream.” What that meant to Ailes and the Bush campaign was a film filled with profiles of demographically correct people who had gotten rich during the Reagan-Bush administration.


The centerpiece of the film was a female Vietnamese immigrant who had started a successful catering firm in law school that serviced United Airlines. It was a great story. We’d spent a lot of money and were deep into it when we learned she had also worked as a Playboy Bunny for extra money. “Two hundred and fifty million Americans and we can’t find one who wasn’t a Playboy Bunny?” the Bush pollster Bob Teeter incredulously asked Ailes.


“What’s the problem?” Ailes shot back. “It makes it a better story.”


As it turns out, no one had mentioned to the chosen keynote speaker, New Jersey Governor Tom Kean, that plans called for a film to run before his speech. He didn’t like the idea and it died. But Ailes still wanted me to finish the film and said he’d be happy to personally buy airtime to run it. That was Roger. He did not like to lose arguments of any kind.


Four years later, the expectation was that Ailes would return as the Bush reelection campaign’s director of media operations. This cycle, the pollster Robert Teeter was running the campaign, and for some reason—rumored to be his displeasure with the amount of money he would be paid—Ailes never returned in the same role. He continued to encourage me in politics, always glad to call prospective clients on my behalf. When he left consulting to run Fox News, I remember vividly a lunch in New York when he told me, “I want to call it Fair and Balanced.” He repeated the tagline as if savoring a particularly tasty bite of his meal. “Fair and Balanced.” Then he laughed and shook his head. “Pretty good, huh?”
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There is a basic misunderstanding of the role of right-wing media in the creation of the modern Republican Party. The conventional wisdom is that Fox News is a great danger to democracy for what it has done to the Republican Party. “The most important conservative television news source in America is currently pandering to an extremist president,” Tom Rosenstiel, director of the American Press Institute, said in an interview with Vox. “It’s distorting the Republican Party. It’s damaging the Republican Party. It’s changing conservatism. Fox is making the news, not covering it. It’s remaking the Republican Party, not informing its audience.” That’s understandable but it is far too benign a view of the Republican Party.


If you believe that perspective, you’re convinced that one of the two major parties in the world’s only superpower consists of millions of patriotic, well-intentioned Americans who were driven to abandon deeply held values by a cable channel that, at its peak, gets less than a third of the regular audience of Storage Wars. Before he was fired, the most-watched show on Fox was Tucker Carlson Tonight, which drew regular audiences of only about 3.5 million viewers. Did a single, marginally watched network drive the world’s oldest democracy in a country of 318 million people to the greatest crisis of governing since 1860?


No, that’s nonsense. It’s akin to blaming the Afrikaner press for apartheid or the failure of the Daily Worker for America’s rejection of communism. Fox News did not create the modern Republican Party. The Republican Party created Fox News.


Millions of Americans do not believe that Joe Biden is a legally elected president because of a network that has only twice the audience of HGTV. They believe it because the Republican Party embraced the lie, promoted the lie, and continues to assert the lie as its official position. Had every Republican elected official who knew that Joe Biden won a decisive victory taken the simple step of congratulating the president-elect of their country, it would have instantly isolated Donald Trump and Fox News and others would have fallen in line. The responsibility lies not with the paid propagandists and the cranks and scam artists in the media of the right. None of these people took an oath to uphold the Constitution. Had the Republican Party maintained even the pretense of being a moral, governing party, none of what happened after the 2020 election would have unfolded as it did.


The people running Fox News comprehend this, and although they logically promote their power as kingmakers, they understand that they are servicing a market, not creating it. They know their business model relies on following a political movement, not creating one. Fox News head Rupert Murdoch admitted as much when he agreed with a Dominion Voting Systems lawyer in his deposition in that company’s libel lawsuit. “[The issue] is not red or blue, it is green.”


In 2021, Fox News lost 29 percent of its total viewers compared to 2020 because it didn’t shout the election lie as loudly as its right-wing competitor Newsmax. Murdoch and Fox hosts knew without question the election claims they spouted were “crazy,” but they worried that the facts would hurt the company’s “stock price.”


As the Washington Post wrote of the Dominion lawsuit, “The filing is rife with examples of Fox News hosts and executives worrying that departing from Trump’s line, or questioning his team’s claims, might hurt their business model. They worried especially about Newsmax, which was less discerning in its coverage of Trump’s election conspiracy theories and saw a rating boom at the time.”


For Ailes, the creation of Fox News was just an extension of what he did as a political consultant. And yes, what I did. Ours was a profession in which truth had no meaning. While there actually is a published code of ethics drafted by the American Association of Political Consultants, the first sentence is “I will not indulge in any activity which would corrupt or degrade the practice of political consulting.” That makes the other nine points of the ten-point plan completely meaningless. What could you do to degrade a profession like political consulting?


There is nothing about the practice of political consulting that is related to truth, objectivity, and furthering the greater good. The ethical code of the Society of Professional Journalists reads like a list of worst practices for political consultants. Among them are guidelines encouraging reporters to:




• Take responsibility for the accuracy of your work. Verify information before releasing it. Use original sources whenever possible.


• Remember that neither speed nor format excuses inaccuracy.


• Provide context. Take special care not to misrepresent or oversimplify in promoting, previewing or summarizing a story.


• Never deliberately distort facts or context, including visual information.




Roger was never happier than when he was doing the opposite of all that. And while Ailes’s storied history as a political consultant is well known, people seem to truly underappreciate how much Fox News utilized the basic tools of political consulting. For Roger, Fox News was his chance to create the Ultimate Republican Campaign.


When Fox News began broadcasting, it was a simple but brilliant play for television to dig into the market that conservative talk radio had been feasting on for decades. The target audience of viewers was clear. While it was useful for the network to appear interested in non-white Americans, it was widely understood—and accepted—that 90-plus percent of their viewers would be white. The concept of “truth” was useful only to the degree that it was persuasive—and disposable when it wasn’t useful. “Everything Roger wanted to do when he started out in politics, he’s now doing 24/7 with his network,” says a former News Corp executive in a 2011 Rolling Stone piece by Tim Dickinson. “It’s come full circle.”


It’s easy to say that Fox News and its spawn were just a conservative alternative to the liberal media. But that would make the mistake that William F. Buckley Jr. described when he wrote, “To say that we and the Soviet Union are to be compared is the equivalent of saying that the man who pushes the old lady into the way of an oncoming bus and the man who pushes [her] out of the way… are both people who push old ladies around.”


None of the right-wing media outlets including Fox News ever intended to exist within the parameters of standard American journalism. To the extent that it was useful, they would insist they were “fair and balanced,” as Ailes laughingly told me when he was launching Fox News. He directed the building of sets that looked like network news shows and hired a sprinkling of true journalists so he and his team could point to them, demanding that they should be treated like journalists. A very tough interviewer like Chris Wallace, solid reporters like Shep Smith and John Roberts, and a brilliant commentator like Charles Krauthammer enabled Fox News to erect a Potemkin village of serious intent.


Both Ailes and Fox News owner Rupert Murdoch would assert that there was a very distinct line between the network’s news coverage and the shock-jock commentary of Bill O’Reilly and Sean Hannity. “We police those lines very carefully,” Ailes insisted. I can picture Roger trying not to laugh as he said it. As Rolling Stone’s Tim Dickinson reported in 2010, Ailes employed John Moody, a former Time magazine reporter, to direct the coverage. “This is not ‘What did he know and when did he know it?’ stuff,” Moody instructed the Fox newsroom in a memo during the September 11 congressional hearings. “Do not turn this into Watergate. Remember the fleeting sense of national unity that emerged from this tragedy. Let’s not desecrate that.”


Moody later was forced out of Fox News after writing a column attacking the U.S. Olympic Committee for celebrating diversity, accusing its members of wanting to “change the Olympic slogan to Darker, Gayer, Different.” That was two years after Ailes, his protector, had been fired in 2016 for the sexual harassment he engaged in and encouraged at Fox News. Moody went on to partner with another ousted Fox News executive, Ken LaCorte, at LaCorte News, which was exposed for operating a series of troll websites intended to help elect Trump in 2016. The New York Times described it as “Russian Tactics”—the hiring of young Macedonians to create websites with names like Conservative Edition News to promote false conspiracy theories about Hillary Clinton, including her supposed ties to a pedophile ring.


When I worked for Republican candidates, we viewed Fox News and the right-wing ecosphere as an extension of our campaigns against Democrats. “Bill Clinton has 15,000 press secretaries,” Ailes said in 1992, attacking reporters for their pro-Clinton bias. “At some point, even you guys will have to get embarrassed.” Unburdened by journalistic standards, Fox News was free to operate using the classic tools of state-controlled media. Claiming that “Ukraine is full of Nazis” is a variation on “Democrats are the real racists.” There were periods in American history in which that would have been a defensible statement. But to accuse the modern Democratic Party, which is supported by 90 percent of African Americans, as being “the real racists” is a lie expressed as an absurdity. In state propaganda, history and time are like LEGO blocks, to be arranged into whatever creation is most useful. In his 1946 essay “The Prevention of Literature,” George Orwell described the process. “Totalitarianism demands, in fact, the continuous alteration of the past, and in the long run probably demands a disbelief in the very existence of objective truth.”


This was and is the essential difference between the dominant “liberal” media institutions in the United States and the Fox News version of “news.” Truth and facts do have a place in the New York Times, Washington Post, CNN, MSNBC—the news media the right loves to hate the most. Propaganda views truth and facts as obstacles to be navigated, not values to be honored.


For decades, I spent more time than most sane people arguing with reporters and editors of the hated liberal press. I won some of those arguments, lost most, but it was a conversation based in reality and accepted truths. It was often frustrating, sometimes infuriating, but never did I feel like I was living in a world of “alternative facts.”


In an essay for The Bulwark, long-time conservative writer Mona Charen describes the change that began when Barack Obama was elected:




But then things went sideways. While we can’t say the Fox News effect was entirely responsible—talk radio too played a role, as did social media—it started to become evident during the Obama years that the right’s impatience with press bias had curdled into something more ominous. Instead of seeking to fact-check and balance coverage, Republican and conservative audiences demanded combat. Newt Gingrich turbocharged his anemic presidential campaign in 2011 by using the primary debates not as an opportunity to draw contrasts with his opponents but as a forum for attacking the press. When Politico’s John Harris asked Gingrich about a philosophical dispute regarding health insurance, Gingrich wheeled on him. “I hope all of my friends up here are going to repudiate every effort of the news media to get Republicans to fight each other to protect Barack Obama, who deserves to be defeated, and all of us are committed as a team—whomever the nominee is—we are for defeating Barack Obama.”





I was at that primary debate and watched the crowd vibrate with delight. But Gingrich didn’t win the nomination; Mitt Romney won. During the primary, it was obvious that few in the right-wing media wanted Romney to be the nominee. There was a long list of preferred candidates—from then–Texas Governor Rick Perry to nutty as a fruit cake Newt Gingrich. Even former Pennsylvania Senator Rick Santorum was preferred by the Fox News crowd over Romney.


I found this particularly ironic. I was working in Pennsylvania Republican politics when the late Arlen Specter agreed to endorse Santorum in the 1994 Republican primary for the U.S. Senate if Santorum would agree to support him when he ran for the Republican presidential nomination in 1996. Specter was probably the most liberal Republican in the Senate, and adamantly pro-choice. Santorum, who based much of his political identity on his supposedly deep moral opposition to abortion, eagerly agreed to Specter’s proposed deal. There is a video clip of him standing on stage applauding Specter’s announcement—a bizarre event on the National Mall at which Roger Stone introduced Specter.


It’s difficult to believe that the same party nominated Mitt Romney and, four years later, Donald Trump. But once Romney won the nomination, Fox News and the media on the right lined up to support him. From my position inside the Romney campaign, it was clear that there was a group of white low-propensity voters who could be motivated by racist attacks and xenophobia. This is a path Romney never would have condoned and it was never considered. But had Romney called for a Muslim ban as Trump did in December 2015, the right-wing media would have enthusiastically supported it. Had he called Mexicans coming to America “drug dealers, criminals, rapists,” the right-wing media would have stood up and shouted their approval. When Romney lost to Obama by 5 million votes, had he refused to concede the election, as Trump did when he lost by over 7 million votes, Fox News would have stood by him just as they stood by Trump.


This is the dividing line between press sympathy for liberal Democrats and the conservative media’s devolution into propaganda. Had John Kerry claimed the 2004 race was a fraud, no major media organization would have supported him. Had Barack Obama attacked Muslims and called for a religious ban, he would have been attacked by the same newspapers that endorsed him. And if he had done so, it is difficult to imagine Obama winning their endorsement.


As every government intelligence agency and the Republican-led Senate Intelligence Committee concluded, Russian intelligence assets worked to elect Trump in 2016. That success is surely one of the greatest covert-operation achievements in modern history. The Russians understood how the right-wing media world operated. Instead of having to influence and compromise reporters one by one, they were the recipients of the entire web of the Republican Party propaganda machinery when they helped elect a Republican president.
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Back in the 1930s, infamous Stalin apologist Walter Duranty of the New York Times was simply one reporter at one newspaper, albeit a critically influential one. Duranty’s lies helped kill an untold number of innocent Ukrainians when he helped hide from the world the horror of Stalin’s forced famine, the Holodomor. But Duranty, as evil and duplicitous as he was, did not aspire to undermine democracy in America.


Donald Trump held precisely that aspiration, and when he was elected, the Russians suddenly had a unique power base in American politics. The most reliable opponents to Russia and the Soviet Union—conservative Republicans—were now the leading pro-Putin faction in American politics. It’s difficult to imagine that even the most optimistic Russian intelligence officer believed their covert operation could possibly be so successful. Despite the irrefutable conclusion that Russia attacked American democracy and helped elect Trump, much of the conservative media defended Russia by calling it a “Russian Hoax,” employing only the thinnest pretense that a criminal collusion charge was not brought against Trump, so therefore the Russian influence did not exist.


Bizarre as it is to see those on the right defending a once-mortal enemy, MAGA America and Putin’s Russia have developed a shared worldview. Historian Timothy Snyder divides nation-states into those with the underlying belief in “the politics of inevitability” in contrast to the bleak “politics of eternity.” America and the Soviet Union were once the epitome of these differences.


Believing the myth of manifest destiny, Americans have long possessed an innate optimism, the conviction that they live in the greatest country in the history of the world, and it will always be such. Our problems and crises may be severe, but they are played out against the assumption that our national greatness was inevitable. Even Black Americans who had the greatest reason to abandon hope in the American experiment—those who had been enslaved, murdered, and tortured to stop them from participating in democracy, the actual victims of the failures of American society—have continued to hold faith in the inevitability of their progress.


In Russia, as in the Soviet Union, any hope for positive change has proven illusory. Instead, the leaders have cultivated a unifying identity as a nation of victims. To be Russian is to suffer. So, when you greatly suffer, you realize your greatness as a Russian. Do not expect your leaders to make your life better because this is your fate. “Whereas inevitability promises a better future for everyone,” Snyder writes in his brilliant book The Road to Unfreedom, “eternity places one nation at the center of a cyclical story of victimhood.” It is exactly that shared sense of victimhood that has defined the MAGA movement and driven the Republican Party toward autocracy. It reflects a complete collapse of the values that the Republican Party once espoused as foundational.


In Ronald Reagan’s America, conservatives believed that to be born in the United States was to win life’s lottery. “My fellow citizens, our nation is poised for greatness,” Reagan intoned in his second inaugural speech. “Let history say of us, These were golden years—when the American Revolution was reborn, when freedom gained new life, when America reached for her best.”


Reagan’s America was scored in the key of hopeful inevitability. It was the America of World War II, not Vietnam. There would be challenges, difficult days, a Battle of the Bulge, and maybe even another Pearl Harbor, but there would always be V-E and V-J Days just over the horizon.


The Reagan optimism was defined by opposition to the bleak totalitarianism of the Soviet Union. With that belief came the certainty that the future belonged to America. Ronald Reagan standing in Berlin demanding “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall” was a demand that epitomized those core beliefs. When the Berlin Wall came down and the Iron Curtain lifted, those events proved the cause was just, the outcome inevitable.


Today, the demonization of immigrants is a constant of right-wing media. But for Reagan, immigrant America was the key to American greatness. He announced his 1980 general election campaign with the Statue of Liberty as a backdrop in a celebration of an America built by immigrants. “They came to make America work. They didn’t ask what this country could do for them but what they could do to make this—this refuge—the greatest home of freedom in history. They brought with them courage, ambition, and the values of family, neighborhood, work, peace, and freedom. They all came from different lands, but they shared the same values, the same dream.”


Reagan’s final speech as president was another ode to immigration: “We lead the world because, unique among nations, we draw our people—our strength—from every country and every corner of the world. And by doing so we continuously renew and enrich our nation.”


Twenty-eight years after Reagan left office, the majority of white conservatives believed they lived in a very different nation. In Donald Trump’s world, to be an American was to be a victim of powerful forces, globalist conspiracies, and wealthier countries. “For many decades,” Trump declared in his inaugural address, “we’ve enriched foreign industry at the expense of American industry, subsidized the armies of other countries while allowing for the very sad depletion of our military.” Reagan’s proud, strong America had been stolen, and replaced by a nation of chumps. “We’ve made other countries rich while the wealth, strength, and confidence of our country has dissipated over the horizon. The wealth of our middle class has been ripped from their homes and then redistributed all across the world,” Trump roared from his inaugural podium.


“That was some weird shit,” former President George W. Bush is reported to have quipped to his fellow former President Barack Obama following Trump’s speech. And so it was for two American presidents of contrasting ideologies, Bush and Obama, who were united by the shared belief in what it meant to be American. But not Donald Trump and his nation of white victims. Trump was the only president in American history who delivered his inaugural address in a bad mood. Even on the day of what should have been his greatest triumph and a celebration of American democracy, Trump was angry, as if his own election proved how much America had been cheated.


Donald Trump’s America was the home of the aggrieved, the bitter. Its guiding emotion was fear, unfocused and specific. Fear of the future, fear of non-whites, fear that being anything other than a serial heterosexual is contagious, fear of Big Tech. Trump’s America meant living in a world with the knowledge that someone else is getting a break you aren’t, that it doesn’t matter how hard you work, there is no chance of betterment. Run as hard as you can, but the bastards will always dial the treadmill faster.


In the Republican view, the long trek from Ronald Reagan to Donald Trump traveled from a “shining city on the hill” to a dark and frightening place of “carnage.” This dark vision of Trump’s inaugural address was hailed by Fox News as “muscular,” “masterful,” “completely nonpartisan.” Katie Pavlich, the editor of the right-wing website Townhall, praised it on Fox News, gushing, “It almost sounded like Abraham Lincoln when he talked about the government.”


Electing Donald Trump was an act of grievance, a way to settle the score. For four years, he was the most powerful man in the world. For two years, his party controlled the House and the Senate. It was the perfect opportunity to stick it to the system, to finally right all the terrible wrongs people had suffered under eight years of a Black president. It was time to Make America Great Again.
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Four years after that angry inaugural speech, Trump’s indignation had escalated to a rage. He was the only outgoing president of the modern era not to appear at the inauguration of his successor. Once again, he wanted us to believe, America had been victimized, the office of the presidency stolen not solely from Trump, but from America. As Ruth Ben-Ghiat writes in Strongmen: Mussolini to the Present, “One final principle anchors the sweeping changes that come with an authoritarian rule: the leader’s claim that he does not just represent the nation, as do democratic heads of state, but embodies it and bears its sorrows and dreams.” Donald Trump was the Real America. And when the “Deep State” stole the presidency from him, it was stolen from the American people.


Trump accomplished very few of the goals he promised throughout his campaign and outlined in his dark inaugural speech. “Every decision on trade, on taxes, on immigration, on foreign affairs will be made to benefit American workers and American families,” he had promised. “We must protect our borders from the ravages of other countries making our products, stealing our companies, and destroying our jobs. Protection will lead to great prosperity and strength.”


Yet after four years in the White House, Trump left office with 3 million fewer Americans employed. He was the first president since Herbert Hoover to lose jobs on his watch. After telling Washington Post reporter Bob Woodward he could end the national debt “over a period of eight years” without tax increases, he increased the debt more than any non-wartime president in U.S. history. Trump’s promises of protectionist policies saving the American economy ended with the trade deficit increasing from $481 billion to $679 billion.


When running for president, Trump had vowed to deport millions of undocumented workers, praising President Eisenhower’s infamous “Operation Wetback” deportation policy from the 1950s in a debate. “I like Ike,” Trump bellowed. “Moved a million and a half illegal immigrants out of this country, moved them just beyond the border. They came back. Moved them again, beyond the border, they came back. Didn’t like it. Moved them way south. They never came back. Dwight Eisenhower. You don’t get nicer; you don’t get friendlier.”


In August 2019, USA Today published an analysis of the language Trump had deployed in his attacks on immigrants. “Trump has used the words ‘predator,’ ‘invasion,’ ‘alien,’ ‘killer,’ ‘criminal,’ and ‘animal’ at his rallies while discussing immigration more than 500 times,” USA Today tallied. “Trump has used [the phrase] ‘get the hell out of our country’ at least 43 times during his rallies.”


But after four years, the rate of deportation had fallen over 50 percent lower under Trump than Obama. When his predecessor left office, 542,411 cases of deportation were pending in courts. By the time Trump slumped out of the White House, that number had risen to 1,290,766.


Yet none of this mattered. When Trump said he “could shoot somebody on Fifth Avenue and nobody would care,” he was right. He understood his voters. As president, he didn’t shoot anybody, but his incompetence, mendacity, and general stupidity killed millions, at a time when the ravages of COVID demanded presidential leadership. And none of Trump’s voters—the surviving ones at least—cared. Voting for Trump had nothing to do with solving problems. That was that thing called “governing,” which involved “policy,” and that wasn’t why MAGA voters loved Trump. They embraced Trump for how he made them feel. On Fox News, Pete Hegseth defended the anger of the tiki-torch white protestors at the 2017 “Unite the Right” rally in Charlottesville, describing their motivation as “I feel like my country is slipping away. And just because I talk about nationalism––not white nationalism––doesn’t mean I’m talking in code, that I’m a racist.”


For Trump voters, his failures only confirmed that his voters had been right in their fervent support of him. His inability to deliver on his promises proved how much the system was stacked against them. If Donald Trump couldn’t do it, nobody could. Trump’s failures weren’t an indictment of Donald Trump but rather an indictment of democracy.


“I just think that the reason why we’re so susceptible to autocracy now is that we’re no longer telling ourselves this positive story of the nation,” historian and author Peniel Joseph told NPR in an interview in 2022. “And I think Trump was brilliant in this way. He [sold us a] very divisive, anxiety- and fear-riddled view of the nation-state.”


Donald Trump’s election proved that the majority of self-described conservatives had abandoned a belief in the inevitability of America. “I don’t want to sit around and tell my kids stories about how great America used to be,” Fox News host Laura Ingraham told the crowd in her speech at the 2016 Republican National Convention. Democracy was not the crown jewel of the America they loved. Democracy had become the instrument of the destruction of the nation they loved. Trump ran as a xenophobic racist, and once the Republican Party embraced him as their leader, it legitimized threads of extremist conspiracies that had previously been limited to the ecosphere of the far right.


When Trump announced his candidacy for president with attacks on Mexicans as rapists and drug dealers, he was immediately endorsed by Andrew Anglin, the founder of the neo-Nazi website The Daily Stormer: “I urge all readers of this site to do whatever they can to make Donald Trump president.” Anglin later predicted accurately: “If The Donald gets the nomination, he will almost certainly beat Hillary, as White men such as you and I go out and vote for the first time in our lives for the one man who actually represents our interests.”


J. M. Berger, a fellow at the International Centre for Counter-Terrorism at The Hague and George Washington University’s Program on Extremism, wrote an essay for Politico shortly before the 2016 election examining Trump’s appeal to the white nationalist movement:




The convergence of white nationalists around a mainstream candidate marks a major development in the post-Civil Rights Act era of American politics. While they have opposed Democrats actively in past elections, their attitudes toward Republican candidates largely have been ambivalent, with many opting out of politics altogether. Now, with Trump, that has changed, raising the prospect that the nominee of a major political party is tapping a deep well of anti-Semitism and racial hate—intentionally or unintentionally—and is mainstreaming such views in the process. If Trump wins the election, subscribers to those views believe, they will be able to claim increased legitimacy and seek a bigger role in mainstream politics.





Which is exactly what happened. Conspiracies blaming the federal government for plots against white people have fueled the white nationalist movement for decades. It was a constant on the radio programs of William Cooper, whom President Clinton is reported to have called the “most dangerous man in America,” as well as the race war novel The Turner Diaries by William Pierce. After Trump’s election, these wack-job conspiracies moved out of the shadows into prime time. “The Democratic Party has decided that rather than convince you, people who are born here, that their policies are helping you and making the country better and stronger,” Tucker Carlson warned on his now canceled Fox News show, “they will change the electorate.” Tucker spread the “Great Replacement Theory” that non-whites were being brought to the United States to reduce the power of white Americans. The New York Times reported that Carlson “amplified the idea that Democratic politicians and others want to force demographic change through immigration” during more than four hundred episodes of his show, devoting more than fifty hours to that single theme. This was no longer a nutty idea printed in pamphlets given out at gun shows; it was now being treated like a serious policy debate. “The long-term agenda of refugee resettlement is to bring in future Democratic voters… to change the racial mix of the country,” Carlson said as if he were discussing the impact of higher taxes on the economy.


On May 14, 2022, an eighteen-year-old white male walked into a Tops grocery store in a predominately Black neighborhood of Buffalo, New York, and murdered ten people, wounding three others. All but two were Black. The shooter left a 180-page “manifesto” that made it clear the Great Replacement Strategy was his motivation. He threatened all non-whites and wrote that they should leave “while you still can, as long as the White man lives you will never be safe here.”


But blaming Carlson and other right-wing media outlets for promoting this hatred is like blaming wet streets for rain. It was the Republican Party that ran a tweet on a huge video monitor at the 2016 Republican National Convention from VDARE.com, an anti-Semitic, racist organization listed as a hate group by the Southern Poverty Law Center. “Rep. Chris Collins has the crowd fired up against illegal immigration and for Donald Trump,” read the tweet. And the people running the website were thrilled. “VDARE. Featured at the 2016 Republican Convention,” they boast at the heading of their Twitter account.
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It was the Republican Party that nominated and elected a racist in 2016, giving new meaning to the phrase “In America, anyone can grow up to be president.” Yet while right-wing media has embraced racist conspiracies, the “mainstream media” in America has exhibited a strange aversion to labeling it what it is—racist. There’s nothing new about this.


When David Duke ran for governor of Louisiana in 1991, the former Grand Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan was covered less as a candidate of racist anger than one of white economic frustration. “For thousands of Louisiana whites angry with hard times and high taxes, his is the ultimate ‘no bull’ campaign,” Newsweek wrote.


This is the ship that launched a thousand profiles of “Trump voters in a diner,” an entire genre of reportage dedicated to avoiding calling Trump a racist. For all the talk of Trump being a candidate of the “working class,” he lost decisively among those who make $50,000 a year or less in both 2016 and 2020. But he won by large numbers those who were white and made $50,000 or less. In 2020, in fact, the only economic group Trump won were those who make $100,000 and over.


There is something almost amusing about this need to avoid the obvious, like dispatching America’s best reporters to examine why men go to strip clubs. But gilding the brutal truth of racism in a coat of “economic anxiety” provides a dangerous cover for the legitimization of hate. The fact that Trump does have a very small minority of Black supporters no more disproves that he is a racist than a pack-a-day smoker who never gets lung cancer disproves the dangers of smoking.


Three Iowa State University sociologists conducted a detailed study of the thirty-one Iowa counties that flipped from Obama in 2008 to Trump in 2016, the most in the nation. Their study concluded, “Economic distress is not a significant factor in explaining the shift in Iowa voters from Democrat[ic] to Republican between 2008 and 2016.” The sociologists—Ann Oberhauser, Daniel Krier, and Abdi Kusow—looked at household income, age, race, church attendance, and the “level of rurality” for each county, a data point that the Department of Agriculture calculates using the size of a county’s population and its proximity to an urban area. “The election outcomes do not signify a revolt among working-class voters left behind by globalization.” Instead, “the nativist narrative about taking back America and the anti-immigrant sentiment became stronger forces than economic issues.” Consistent with other studies, the fear of immigrants escalated the highest in those areas that had the fewest number of immigrants. In counties where immigrants were actually living, voters were less likely to be moved by Trump’s attacks on immigrants.


The belief is strong among those who embrace autocracy that democracy is destroying both their vision of the “real” America and their assumed standing in their own country. Theirs is a movement driven by racial fear. The United States will become a minority-majority country, and all the Stephen Millers in the world can’t stop that. How fast is America changing? In 1980, Ronald Reagan won a sweeping landslide victory over Jimmy Carter, garnering 489 electoral votes with 56 percent of the white vote. In 2012, Mitt Romney lost to Barack Obama and received… 59 percent of the white vote.


It is the failure to appeal to non-white voters in a rapidly changing country that is at the root of the transformation of the Republican Party into an autocratic movement. In an ever-increasing non-white America, the party faced two choices for survival—do what it took to appeal to more non-white voters or make it more difficult for non-white voters to participate. Tragically for democracy, the party took the second path.


The greatest danger can be a failure to recognize the greatest danger. If America slides from democracy to autocracy, it will be because those who support democracy cannot imagine an America without a democracy. These are people—those who are opposed to Trump and all he stands for—who believe in the politics of inevitability. They still see political differences occurring on a left-right, liberal-conservative axis that the autocrats have abandoned. It is naïve and foolish but predictable. They imagine that there is a possibility for the Republican Party to become a “normal” American political party once again.


It is a belief driven by an understandable inability of those who oppose Trump to accept that a huge percentage of Americans no longer believe they live in a democracy. It requires dangerously ignoring the fact that most Republicans do not believe Joe Biden was legally elected, which means they wake up every day in an occupied country.


The 2024 election will not be between two parties with competing views of how a democratic government should operate. It will be between one party that believes America is still a democracy and one that believes we have an illegal president in the White House. This has never happened before, and the ramifications of this are as unpredictable as they are profound. Millions of these Americans believe they must do whatever it takes to end this tyranny in America and that they have an obligation to do what is necessary.


The millions of Americans who believe democracy has abandoned them make no secret of insisting that they live in the “true” America. They show loyalty to their concept of their country by waving TRUMP and MAGA flags, while Trump himself assures them that they are special, even superior. “You have good genes, you know that, right?” he asked his supporters while campaigning in the northern Midwest in 2020. “You have good genes. A lot of it’s about the genes, isn’t it? Don’t you believe? The racehorse theory you think was so different? You have good genes, Minnesota.”


And the divisions between us aren’t simply geographic. More than 6 million Californians voted for Trump in 2020, more than any other state. Drive through Upstate New York and Trump flags are everywhere. It is an identity, not a location.


This sense of living in a separate reality has been an essential element of right-wing media for some time. In her in-depth history of conservative media, Messengers of the Right, historian Nicole Hemmer traces the rise of a conservative media that defined itself as being the sole honest truth-teller among a legion of liberal-media liars. The origins are shockingly ironic. First published in the 1940s, the newsweekly known as Human Events was the Steve Jobs’s garage of the alternative conservative media. What began as a few pages produced out of a Washington, D.C., apartment influenced the creation of the first major conservative book-publishing company, Regnery Publishing, the launching of William F. Buckley Jr.’s career, the founding of the John Birch Society, and the takeover of the Republican Party by Barry Goldwater conservatives.
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