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INTRODUCTION


It was one year since a mob of more than one thousand attacked the United States Capitol and began a bloody three-hour battle to overturn the 2020 election and keep America’s first authoritarian president in power. On a somber day of remembrance, I listened to the prayers and testimony of colleagues who survived the attack and then gathered in the early-morning hours to fulfill their duty to certify the end of one presidency and the beginning of another.


This day of reflection was full of grief, fear, and hope. We grieved the officers who died as a result of the attack as well as the injuries—physical, psychological, and moral—suffered by those of us who were at the Capitol during the battle and a nation that witnessed it on television. We feared the deformed politics of a former president’s Big Lie about election fraud, which his party fully promotes. And we hoped our fellow citizens would heed President Biden’s call to defend democracy.


On the anniversary of January 6, President Joe Biden issued the call as part of his first full response to the antidemocracy movement begun by his predecessor and taken up by the Republican Party. Uncharacteristically blunt, Biden said of the mob, “They didn’t come here out of patriotism or principle. They came here in rage—not in service of America, but rather in service of one man.” Later, before ending on a note of hope, he said, “I did not seek this fight brought to this Capitol one year ago today, but I will not shrink from it either. I will stand in this breach. I will defend this nation. And I will allow no one to place a dagger at the throat of our democracy.”


Throughout the day, grief, fear and hope mingled in my heart: grief as I met the parents of Officer Brian Sicknick, who died in the attack; hope as I heard the remarks of beloved colleagues; fear as I noted that House Republicans, with a lone exception, failed to attend the day’s events. Representative Liz Cheney of Wyoming, that one exception, was accompanied by her father, the former vice president Dick Cheney. She and Adam Kinzinger of Illinois (absent this day due to the imminent arrival of his first child) are the only Republicans who have agreed to serve on a commission investigating January 6. I consider Liz a pro-democracy hero. Back home in Wyoming, state leaders have declared she is no longer a Republican.


Across the country one of our two major parties is all but united in its effort to erase the violence and the purpose of the January 6 attack from our memories. This process began immediately as, on January 7, Republican members of Congress Matt Gaetz, Paul Gosar, and Mo Brooks baselessly blamed the insurrection on anti-Trump provocateurs. Although this idea was thoroughly debunked, Republican Senator Ron Johnson and others continued to spread it. Representative Andrew Clyde, also a Republican, said these violent domestic terrorists appeared, to him, like individuals on “a normal tourist visit.”


Of course, people on a normal tourist visit don’t attack the police with clubs, bear spray, and Tasers. They don’t ransack the Capitol while chanting “Hang [Vice President] Mike Pence” or occupy the Senate to prevent the certification of an election. The rioters of January 6 did all these things, but by the summer of 2021, Republicans were calling those who had been arrested “political prisoners.”


By fall, pollsters found that about a third of Republicans believe we are so far “off track” that “patriots may have to resort to violence in order to save our country.” Applause affirmed the comments of a man at a conference of political conservatives who asked, “How many elections are they gonna steal before we kill these people?” By winter a poll found that 79 percent of Republicans don’t accept Biden’s seven-million-vote victory in the country’s most secure election ever.


The current myth that American elections are “stolen” goes back to at least 2010, when Republican state officials began a concerted effort to use false claims of fraud to support rules that made voting harder for people they suspected of being Democrats. (Think Black and brown people in big cities.) Donald Trump jumped on the bandwagon in 2012 but turned up the volume to ten in the run-up to Election Day 2016. “The system is absolutely rigged,” he declared. “Of course there is large-scale voter fraud happening on and before Election Day. Why do Republican leaders deny what is going on? So naive.”


Trump wouldn’t promise to accept the election results, as all previous candidates had, and election officials girded for trouble. When he actually won, they breathed a sigh of relief, but he kept on insisting our elections were corrupt. It became obvious then that he was trying to destroy his followers’ faith in the very foundation of our democracy while establishing himself as the source of truth in all things. He proceeded then to attack our allies and the other branches of government and insisted there was a mythical “Deep State” within his own administration bent on thwarting him.


Having listened and believed as their man lied and distorted the truth at least thirty thousand times during his presidency, millions of Trump’s supporters decided they were entitled to their own “facts” and “truth,” which he supplied and which were reinforced in the fever swamps of the internet. These supporters were not, by and large, people who lived on the margins of society. Most were white, middle- and upper-middle-class people who were vulnerable to conspiracy theories that explained their frustrations and drove them away from reliable sources of information. In short, they were the desperate sort you might find joining a get-rich-quick pyramid sales scheme or an overly controlling faith group. Among the Trump believers they found the warmth of community and the excitement that comes with thinking you possess special knowledge.


Millions of committed Trumpists were ready to accept his claim of fraud, and the vanguard responded to their president’s call by joining the January 6 mob. A year later, as we marked the sober anniversary of this event, Republican leaders everywhere embraced the Trump-was-cheated myth as an article of faith, which meant they no longer believed that they lived in a functioning democracy. With Trump planning a comeback, the GOP under his thumb, and campaign donations pouring into his political organization, we face greater political peril than at any time since the Civil War.


What happened on January 6, 2021, was an orchestrated effort to subvert our democracy. This fact becomes more evident every day as investigators pore over evidence and the January 6 planners seek credit inside their cult. It now seems that while the president criminally pressured officials to change election results, veterans of his White House used lies and fraudulent claims to summon the mob and persuade members of the House and Senate to invalidate the election. They say they would have succeeded but for those who turned a protest into an attack and turned the public against the scheme.
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In retrospect one might say that the most surprising thing about January 6, 2021, was that we were surprised by it. Trump’s capture of his base and then the Republican Party had followed the totalitarian playbook that has destroyed democracies in other places and times. The superpatriotism, fearmongering, scapegoating, and mind-bending assault on the truth are hallmarks of authoritarianism that most Americans couldn’t recognize in the context of their beloved and exceptional country. To continue now to think that we are somehow immune to an antidemocracy movement would be dangerous. And yet many still don’t take up the responsibility to fight against Trumpism. Instead I hear them ask, “What are you doing to defend our country?” as if public officials, or the Democratic Party, could alone form the bulwark.


I understand that it would be nice if people who practice politics for a living could take care of everything by themselves. But a democracy faced with the kind of crisis we confront today will not be saved only by the representatives elected by the people. Our democracy requires, by design, both an engaged citizenry and leaders committed to the democratic ideal. To fully grasp this design, it helps to visit its beginning.


America’s founders understood that so-called “pure” democracy, in which the people voted on a nation’s every action, would be unworkable in a country of 2.5 million that sprawled from Maine to Georgia. Their solution—a democratic republic—imagined that the people would be able to stay abreast of what their government was doing and wield their power during elections. The trouble was that unlike more visceral belief systems—like religious faith or nationalism—democracy is an intellectual concern that requires constant care and attention. Without this care and attention, a democracy will fall to mob rule.


By care and attention, I mean action, because in my years in government, as a state lawmaker, mayor, and member of Congress, I’ve seen countless times how good emerges when everyone is engaged, and bad things happen when our attention wanes. Today I am stunned that people aren’t marching in the streets to express their outrage over the ongoing threat posed by the Big Lie. That’s the part I don’t get. Every time we hear someone say the election was stolen, we must respond with the truth. Speak up when it happens in your presence. Call the radio and TV stations that broadcast this destructive nonsense. Write letters to the editor. Take to social media. Organize email campaigns. Never stop confronting politicians who spread the Big Lie.


Of course, our defense of the American way cannot mirror the other side’s approach. It may practice violence or deceive itself and others with lies. Our response must be peaceful and truthful. But it must also be urgent because as I write these words, the future of our great but imperfect national endeavor is less certain than at any moment since the Civil War.


Before you dismiss this statement as hyperbole, consider that after the 2020 election a majority told pollsters we are already in a “cold” Civil War that pits a mostly white conservative minority, which has accepted the lie that our elections are rigged, against everyone else. More recently 46 percent said that a future “hot” war is likely. This feeling is strongest among young adults, who may be listening to one of their own, Representative Madison Cawthorn, age twenty-six, who said, “If our election system continues to be rigged, then it’s going to lead to one place, bloodshed.” Nothing would please our doubters and adversaries more.


From the beginning, critics abroad predicted our failure. In 1839 a friend to Charles Dickens devoted an entire book, A Diary in America, to denigrating our experiment in equality. In his text Frederick Marryat seemed most focused on showing the American people to be naive rubes. In private he confessed his intent was “to do damage to democracy” so that it would not spread.


Like so many, Marryat believed the rule of a gifted aristocracy (to which he belonged) was the best defense against tyrants. He thought that democracy, in contrast, placed too much trust in voters who could be manipulated into enabling a dictator. Forty-five years after the Diary, British diplomat Sir Lepel Griffin made his case against America and democracy in a work mockingly titled The Great Republic. Lepel hated pretty much everything he saw on this side of the Atlantic, including Niagara Falls and St. Patrick’s Cathedral in Manhattan. He concluded that in our country the best were driven from government by the incompetent and corrupt. The result was “an actual government of the worst.”


It’s no wonder that few Americans have heard of Marryat and Sir Lepel and that we choose instead to elevate another nineteenth-century visitor. Paris-born Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America acknowledged our shortcomings, including the fact that as citizens Americans were “almost” but not quite equals. However, he found something to admire in every corner of our country and was especially impressed by our civic life, noting how freely and peaceably Americans debate, interact, and govern themselves.


But though we love to be loved by the likes of de Tocqueville, in every generation many Americans would agree with Sir Lepel’s negative view. Corruption and incompetence are fixtures of the human condition, which means that anyone who shouts about dishonesty in any human endeavor, from street cleaning to religion, is going to be right sometimes. Demagogues know this, which is why so many dictators begin as self-proclaimed reformers who tell “patriots” to blame their troubles on a secret cabal—usually academics, intellectuals, scientists, artists, and minorities—that’s corrupting their otherwise pure and perfect country. The next logical steps involve electing the dictator and crushing the cabal.


Today, America’s first would-be dictator is building another campaign for president on the foundation of his Big Lie about election fraud. Whether they truly believe or not, GOP politicians have used this lie to justify state-level attacks on voting rights. Fraud is a smoke screen for their real motivation, which is to preserve their power in a country that is growing ever more diverse. They know that the new limits on access to the polls will work mainly against Black and brown voters and immigrants, all of whom tend to favor Democrats.


The success of those who used lies to win support for voter suppression proves that with enough effort, a lie can overwhelm fact. In the case of Donald Trump and American politics, this effort includes the argument that he alone tells the truth. Those more than sixty state and federal court judgments against his claims of voter fraud? Didn’t you listen as Trump attacked the judiciary as corrupt and untrustworthy? The consistent news reports showing no voter fraud? Haven’t you heard the president talk about the “fake news” media? He says they are the “enemy of the people.” (In a rare moment of candor about this topic he told Lesley Stahl of CBS that he smeared legitimate reporters “so when you write negative stories about me, no one will believe you.”)


This kind of propaganda is a form of psychological warfare, and it has never been used against the people of the United States by a president, or a former president who stands as the leader of a major party. Trump has done this by using both his evil type of charisma and a sinister ability to make others believe that like him, they are victims who must rise against supposed enemies. Ever since his defeat, he has called for them to restore him to his rightful place of power and to trust in his promise of a white Christian nationalist utopia where they will be rewarded and everyone else—Democrats, liberals, Black and brown people, LGBTQ people, feminists, journalists, the Deep State, etc.—will be punished.


In various states, Republican lawmakers who control election administration are making it hard for people to vote. They are also revising laws and regulations to give themselves power once held by nonpartisans. They are positioning themselves to overrule the voters if they don’t like the outcome of an election. I expect to see Republicans in some states use this power in the 2022 election to try to give their party enough House or Senate seats to dislodge the Democratic Party’s majority and, consequently, halt inquiries into January 6. By 2024 they may be able to do this in enough states to return Trump to the White House no matter what people decide in the voting booths. He could lose by ten million votes and still, through such manipulation, regain the Oval Office.


While we mobilize to defend our democracy, we must also remind ourselves that it is the very best system for organizing society that humanity has ever known. As a form of self-governance, it allows us to live peaceably, balance freedoms and responsibilities, and pursue happiness in all its forms. It doesn’t always work well. (Much more about that later.) But when people of goodwill commit to practicing it in a devoted way, it produces the greatest good for the greatest number of people while serving as an example others may want to follow.


My devotion includes this book, in which I share my experience, at different levels of society, with democracy in crisis and in recovery. This includes my work as a citizen, a lawyer, a state lawmaker, a mayor, and a member of Congress, where I have worked to check Trump’s threat as a member of the House Committee on the Judiciary and as a member of the team of managers that nearly won his conviction in his second impeachment trial. I also stand as someone who, despite deep experience with some of the most corrupt officials in America, sees far more virtue than vice in every level of society. Indeed, at a time when cynicism is the order of the day, I am unshaken in my feeling of hope for our country.


My optimism is based not on a simplistic patriotism, but on a realistic assessment of my experience. I know that corruption and self-dealing are real, but I also know that these are sins practiced by the few and rejected by the many. Whether you consider Republicans like Dwight Eisenhower or Democrats like Barack Obama, we have had many more sincere and devoted presidents than corrupt and divisive ones. Of course there have been times when those who would pit us against each other have prevailed, but they have eventually been defeated.


Part I of this book describes our current emergency and places it in context. In the 1980s the right began to destroy the norms of compromise and mutual respect that had made our political institutions work. A campaign of sabotage made it nearly impossible for Congress to function, and many of the country’s big problems were not addressed. Aided by religious zealots and amplified by extremist media, a new kind of Republican treated politics as anything-goes warfare. Less and less committed to genuine conservative values, they made power their goal and used divisive, apocalyptic messages to get it.


Part II of this book relies on my personal experience to explore how our potential for both corruption and breathtaking goodness are expressed in politics. The narrative in this part is set in Rhode Island, where I served first in a state legislature that suffered from the power games common to Washington and then as mayor of Providence. In that election the voters chose me to replace the last of the old-fashioned corrupt big-city mayors who ruled in the twentieth century.


Part III covers the battle between the most potent authoritarian movement America has ever seen and those individuals and institutions—especially the Congress where I serve—sworn to uphold our democracy. Many Americans have bemoaned the slow and sometimes inept effort to counteract Trumpism. As someone who played key roles in both impeachments and serves on committees that Trump’s aides defied when subpoenaed to testify, I feel just as distressed as anyone. I have come to believe that even when we fail, and even when we’re deemed inept, the effort to hold the Trumpists accountable is necessary. However, it must be accompanied by a brand of politics and governing that proves democracy works. But most important, we need to understand the fight ahead.
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Throughout this book I use stories of my own life, and of my native Rhode Island, to illuminate and humanize the issues. Though tiny, my state is a microcosm of America. A diverse place with a deeper history than most of the rest of the country, we have a legacy that includes both the best and the worst, including the early stirrings of our Revolution; experiments in liberty, religious freedom, and equality; and national sins like slavery that affect us even today.


My own life story is one of fighting against the powerful who abuse the public trust and betray their fellow citizens to advantage themselves. These people often pose as patriots or public servants, and they enjoy both the trappings and the power of their positions. From the first time I saw that officials sometimes acted in abusive ways—whether it’s a prison warden arbitrarily denying a family visit or a corrupt politician accepting a bribe—it has enraged me and driven me to oppose it whenever possible. Were the times different, my preference for doing over talking would mean that I would leave the writing to others. But this is a unique moment. Our political house is ablaze, and it’s up to each of us to sound the alarm and to help put out the fire in every way we can.












PART I

CONFLAGRATION


In which we learn how certain people set the conditions for the fire of January 6. (Yes, there are people to blame.)














1


HOUSE ON FIRE


This is the sergeant at arms.


“There has been a security breach.


“Secure the premises.


“Shelter in place.”


It is a little after 2:00 p.m. on January 6, 2021. I’m at my desk in the Rayburn House Office Building when I hear the emergency alert come from a loudspeaker that I have never heard activated. My chief of staff, Peter Karafotas, immediately closes and locks the heavy door that opens onto the public hallway. By the look on his face, I can tell he’s shocked by what’s going on. With his talents he could earn triple what he makes on Capitol Hill but won’t leave because he’s devoted to public service. Now, unimaginably, the public is practically raging at our door.


Peter and I look at the television to see a vast mob, mobilized by the lies of Donald Trump, attacking police officers who stand between them and the Capitol. Rioters, some in combat gear, swing bats, batons, and ax handles as they surge against the vastly outnumbered police. Projectiles fly. Clouds of chemical gas, including sprays used by the rioters against police, hang in the air.


Intent on halting the certification of the 2020 election because their man falsely insisted the count was rigged, violent Trumpists are staging the first-ever coup attempt against the United States government. Skirmishes occur on three sides of the building. With their banners waving, attackers race from spot to spot to reinforce those struggling to break through police lines. Screams echo off the walls of the building that is the seat of our democracy. As one officer will later describe it, the scene is one of “medieval combat.”


On every news channel I see images of shouting rioters on the Capitol steps spraying police officers with toxic bear repellent, beating them with everything from metal rods to fire extinguishers, and fighting them hand to hand. On the east front, rioters mouthing Trump’s antipress slogans—Fake news! Enemies of the people!—attack journalists, smashing their cameras and putting matches to piles of equipment. On the west front, attackers tear apart the grandstand built for incoming president Joe Biden’s inauguration.


The Capitol is first breached on the west front. A middle-aged man with long scraggly hair and a bushy gray beard uses a shield stolen from the police to pound the left side of a big window. Beside him a younger man in a red Trump “Make America Great Again” ball cap hammers on the right side of the window with a two-by-four. The safety glass breaks away, and people start hopping through. The second person in wears full military combat gear, including a helmet, and carries a baseball bat. Dozens of the attackers are similarly outfitted and charge in after him.


Once inside, the rioters force open the doors. Attackers wearing combat gear and Trump regalia stream into the building. Many carry Trump banners. Several wave Confederate battle flags. This is the first time the infamous Stars and Bars, synonymous with treason, has been unfurled inside the Capitol. Some of the attackers begin hunting for the vice president, chanting, “Hang Mike Pence!” Others vandalize priceless artworks, carve “Kill the Media” into a door, and smear their own feces on the walls and floors.


In the House Chamber, my colleagues scramble to safety as security officers pile furniture in front of the door to the Speaker’s Lobby. If the mob attempting to smash through it succeeds, it could quickly reach the members inside. There rioters could attack and kill those they consider their enemies. (Later it will be revealed that some had brought guns and bundles of zip ties that would have allowed them to take such drastic measures.)


As the rioters kick and hammer on the lobby door with flagpoles and helmets, one of the plainclothes officers raises his pistol. On the other side of the door, people shout, “Fuck the blue!” and “Break it down!” The shatterproof glass first cracks and then begins to break away. The wooden framing around the panes starts to splinter.


With the chamber nearly evacuated, the officers who had been holding back the attackers outside the Speaker’s Lobby learn that a special tactical team is poised to clear the hallway. They leave their post to make room, and in the moment the rioters rush the door again. A woman wearing a Trump flag like a cape leaps up like a superhero in an attempt to reach the lobby. An officer who stands inside fires a shot. The bullet hits her in the shoulder. The group trying to smash its way into the chamber falls back in stunned silence. The tactical team rushes to her aid as she lies on her back on the marble floor. Ashli Babbitt, whose faith in wild conspiracy theories drew her to Washington, believes that Trump’s side will prevail in its drive to reverse the election. She will die of her wound before the day is out.
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With the shocking events still unfolding—it would take hours to clear the Capitol—I sat down with a pen and legal pad and began making notes on the possible impeachment of the president. As I did this work, nearly three hours would pass with the violence continuing and the world watching. I knew that Trump’s actions and his speech that day had incited the attack and that his inaction confirmed his culpability. He could not be allowed to escape accountability.


Donald Trump had already been impeached once, as Congress approved articles of impeachment, which described the alleged crimes that the Senate considered as it conducted a trial. In this process, which is set out in the Constitution, a conviction would lead to a president’s removal from office. In this case Trump escaped conviction only because members of his own party denied the evidence of his crimes, which was overwhelming, and deprived the prosecution of the two-thirds majority required for his removal.


Having prevailed in his Senate trial, an emboldened Trump had quickly applied his autocratic methods to the unfolding COVID-19 pandemic. He lied about the seriousness of the threat, wasted time on racist talk about its origin in China, and undermined his own experts with political grandstanding. According to many studies, Trump caused tens of thousands of excess deaths, which explains why, under his abysmal leadership, America led the world in COVID fatalities per capita.


Trump’s failures, his thousands of well-documented lies, and the record-setting corruption of his administration had brought about his defeat on Election Day 2020. But in typical fashion he immediately began a furious campaign to persuade his seventy-five million supporters that widespread voter fraud had stolen the presidency from him. Despite recounts that changed nothing and more than sixty failed court actions, Trump and his allies continued to undermine the public’s trust in democracy with their Big Lie. In fact, he would never drop it. Instead he bullied GOP officials across the country to support harebrained efforts to overturn the results. Each one failed.


Although just weeks remained in his presidency, I was certain Trump deserved to be held accountable and the shame of a second impeachment and the punishment that would come in the unlikely event that Republican senators dropped partisan politics for a moment and voted to convict. One beneficial outcome of a conviction, also delineated in the Constitution, would be that henceforth, Trump would be barred from all federal offices. This would deny him the chance to retake the White House, which he was already contemplating. To my mind, this sanction alone was worth the effort to impeach him again, even if the trial came after he left office.


As soon as I began sketching out the impeachment proposal, Representative Ted Lieu, whose office had been evacuated, came to shelter with us. Ted had emigrated to America from Taiwan with his family when he was just three years old. The Lieus had settled in California, where his parents had opened a business. Like that of so many immigrants, Ted’s love for this country is unshakable, which he demonstrated when, after law school, he opted for military service over joining a high-paying firm. After four years’ active duty in the Air Force’s Judge Advocate General’s Corps, he remained in the reserves, where he rose to the rank of colonel. Ted, who was my colleague on the Judiciary Committee, also thought a second impeachment was necessary and sat down to work with me. Soon we settled on the charge of incitement of insurrection. It’s hard to imagine a worse crime for a president to commit.


Trump was an arsonist who was hostile to democracy and willing to set our nation’s political house on fire. After his defeat in the most secure election in history, he spent weeks riling up his supporters with lies about election fraud. In December he had called on them to come to Washington en masse on the day when Congress would fulfill its duty to ratify the election. “Big protest in D.C. on January 6th,” he told his eighty-seven million followers on Twitter. “Be there, will be wild!”


The rage among Trump’s followers grew until their online forums were filled with calls to violence. On January 4, Trump summoned Vice President Mike Pence to the Oval Office to meet a law professor who presented a six-step plan for Pence to overturn the election. (Later this scheme would be recognized by many, including a federal judge, as a coup attempt.) A fringe figure who had been elevated by the right-wing media and a powerful conservative legal lobby called the Federalist Society, Professor John Eastman had had a previous moment of fame with his false claim that Kamala Harris was not native born and thus couldn’t serve as vice president. This time he insisted that on January 6, as Congress formally accepted the election results, Pence could use his largely ceremonial role as presiding official to reject the results from seven states and throw the contest to Trump. All of this Eastman justified with baseless claims about Democrats who had rigged the election, even in states run by Republican officials.


Later, on January 4, Trump went to Georgia to promote his election fraud lies and incite outrage. “They’re not going to take this White House,” he said of the Democrats who had won the election by seven million votes and by 306 to 232 in the Electoral College. “We’re going to fight like hell, I’ll tell you right now.”


On January 5, Trump’s former White House adviser Stephen Bannon told those who listened to his online podcast, “All hell is going to break loose tomorrow.” He likened the moment to a “revolution,” adding, “It’s all converging, and now we’re on the point of attack tomorrow.” Whether Bannon knew details of an attack plan wasn’t clear, but his status as a Trump insider would prime the most rabid in his audience to react to what sounded like a call to arms. On the same day, Bannon went to the Willard Hotel, which is between the White House and the Capitol, for a prerally meeting also attended by Trump’s infamous lawyer Rudy Giuliani and the fringe law professor who had given Trump a harebrained theoretical justification for overturning the election.


On January 6, Trump was the featured speaker at the preriot rally where more than ten thousand cheered his call to “fight,” which they had already heard from other speakers. Law professor Eastman had declared that the republic itself was in danger. Former New York mayor Rudy Giuliani had called for “trial by combat.” Congressman Mo Brooks called on “American patriots to start taking down names and kicking ass.” Trump began his speech with a lying attack on the press and technology companies, which he accused of having rigged the election. (This despite overwhelming evidence that tech companies had facilitated Russian efforts to help Trump get elected by flooding social media platforms with misinformation.) He then devoted himself to winding up supporters who had come to Washington after he promised the day would “be wild.”


“We will stop the steal,” he declared before then telling the crowd, “History is going to be made” because his followers were going to march on the Capitol to “fight like hell, and if you don’t fight like hell, you’re not going to have a country anymore.” This incitement pushed the country to a level of crisis not seen since the Civil War. No president had ever violated his oath to “preserve, protect and defend the Constitution” in such a publicly destructive way.


Read a transcript of the speech, which lasted more than an hour, and you will discover the maddest performance ever made by an American president. He began to lie from the very beginning, claiming hundreds of thousands stood before him and dispensing with the boring requirement that his statements make sense. Hence he announced, “They came from all over the world, actually, but they came from all over our country.”


After a five-year effort to understand this autocrat’s methods, I knew he would choose dramatic lies over boring truths and create fearsome enemies with conspiracy theories. “Big Tech,” an ominous force comprised of the major firms in the business of internet platforms such as Facebook, he never defined, had “rigged an election. They rigged it like they’ve never rigged an election before.” And then, in a seeming non sequitur, announced, “I’m honest.”


Where before I would have thought it was all gibberish, I had come to recognize neofascist rhetoric. Like the original fascists, he wanted only to stir anger and fear with emotional phrases like “Our country has had enough” and “It’s a disgrace.” These phrases didn’t need to be attached to ideas or tethered to concrete reality. Ideas and reality only got in the way. So it was that Trump praised his followers for devising the slogan “Stop the Steal” when in fact it had been coined by his brain trust and registered as an internet domain name before people even voted.


Trump knew that his supporters were mostly uninterested in facts and that if for some reason they experienced any doubt, he could give them another lie, another conspiracy theory, to dispose of their concerns. It’s easy to do once you commit to it. I’ll show you. Let’s say you saw derogatory information about me in the New York Times. “Of course you did!” I would exclaim. “The Big Tech companies and the lying media want to take me down because I’m a threat to them. Are you one of those sheep who meekly trust mainstream sources, or are you brave enough to think for yourself?” Notice I’m not really asking you to think for yourself. I’m asking you to think like me. Standing in a crowd of thousands of believers already committed to me as a leader, you’re likely to do it. And after you hand over your heart and mind once, it’ll be easier for you to do it again, and again, until you are thrilled to be part of something that feels exciting and purposeful.


Anyone who has practice trying to motivate others with speeches has felt, in some small way, the energy Trump summons reflexively. It is a frighteningly easy thing to bring a group of people to think with a single mind. As someone expert in these ways, Trump transfixed even those he horrified—for this, see the TV coverage of his 2016 campaign—which is what makes him an especially dangerous demagogue.


We haven’t had a Trump before now because our presidents have declined to use this power as he does. This is why most of us struggled to see what he was doing. But by the end of the 2020 election campaign, I understood what was happening, and so did most people who lived outside Trump’s cult. But if we still respected our own values of freedom of speech, freedom of conscience, and freedom of assembly, all we could do was argue against Trumpism and hope that it wouldn’t be converted to violent action. But this hadn’t been enough, and now we had to act ourselves, in defense of democracy and the rule of law, with a unity of purpose. The question was: Could we?
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THE COWARDS’ RESPONSE


In the immediate aftermath of the riot, even our Republican colleagues seemed shaken. In brief speeches on the Senate floor, Majority Leader Mitch McConnell denounced Trump and said, “The mob was fed lies.” Senator Lindsey Graham, previously an abject sycophant, said of Trump, “Count me out. Enough is enough.” He also called the attackers “domestic terrorists.” House Minority Leader Kevin McCarthy publicly blamed Trump for January 6 and said that his efforts to delegitimize Biden’s election were “not the American way.”


For a moment it seemed that the attack on the Capitol had finally awakened Republicans to the acute emergency brought about by Donald Trump. For more than four years, American democracy had been set ablaze by a demagogue whose followers believed his grimly brilliant con. I say brilliant because he had harnessed the frustrations and anxieties of millions and then, through rhetorical jujitsu, led them to believe that he alone—a slippery billionaire who had cheated and exploited working people for decades—could help them.


Why did they believe Trump was the one who would ease their suffering? Because he had confirmed their worst fears and fantasies about the corruption in the world and in the process told a simple, easy-to-grasp story that replaced all the confusing complexities of modern life. He declared them victims of the government, the press, the Democratic Party, some mysterious Deep State, and everyone who wasn’t like them—an American-born white conservative. But he was going to save them like Jesus in his Second Coming, which tied into apocalyptic preaching so many knew from their churches.


Trump’s pose meant that he could swat away his critics by declaring them all to be part of a vast conspiracy and reminding the faithful that his many opponents were “evil” and “corrupt” and that “I alone can fix it.” Organized religion has used a similar method for centuries, warning of grievous, invisible spiritual threats to keep the faithful in line.


Before January 6, Republicans in the House and Senate had been unable to break Trump’s con and had nearly all converted or at least pretended to. They had seen how Trump used his social media might to attack, humiliate, and even drive out of office fellow Republicans who failed to show sufficient loyalty. Even Senator Ted Cruz, who had declared he wasn’t a “servile puppy” after Trump insulted his wife, fell in line, praising him in a write-up he published in Time and welcoming the man he’d once called a “sniveling coward” to campaign for him in Texas. If it came down to a choice between remaining in office and high-minded concerns like the truth and national unity, remaining in office generally won.


Then January 6 brought the danger of Trump’s reign to them personally. They had been chased by a mob that was literally calling their names and they knew the world had seen it all on live television. Angry, frightened, humiliated, and alarmed, some of the timid found their voices. I let myself hope, for the sake of the country, that they would finally join in the defense of democracy before Trump and his followers burned it all down.


It is, of course, noteworthy that the response to January 6 depended on the likes of McConnell, Graham, and other powerful Republicans who had spent decades clearing the way for Trump. Indeed, they had, themselves, risen to power on the same gloomy energy that Trump had exploited to become president. The main difference was that their appeals to racism, religion, and greed had been subtly calibrated to allow what Central Intelligence Agency officials would call “plausible deniability.” Trump dropped the pretense, lacing the old nastiness with new conspiracy theories and calls to action and delivering it from a lectern decorated with the presidential seal. His followers were quickly hooked. Those who could traveled the country to mainline the rage at live rallies. Millions more accessed the stuff via online sources where they could get an adrenaline high whenever they wanted it.


The end product of all the craziness would be heard in the voices of the January 6 attackers. After he was arrested for shooting Capitol police officer Michael Fanone in the neck with a Taser, the January 6 rioter Daniel Rodriguez explained to the FBI that he’d believed the government was trying to bring down the country and he had a duty to respond to Trump’s call to action. As a result, he’d joined the gang that attacked Fanone. The officer, who believed he would die during the melee, suffered a heart attack, a concussion, and a brain injury.


How had the thirty-eight-year-old Rodriguez become a man who would travel from California to Washington to commit such horrendous crimes? Well, first he had been born into a society of grossly unequal opportunity where cuts in education and job training programs made it hard for him to enter the middle class. Desperate for answers, he began tuning in to extreme-right-wing media like InfoWars shows hosted by Alex Jones. There he absorbed paranoid conspiracy theories that congealed into a vision of a satanic cabal of liberal politicians, government workers, scientists, artists, and even Bill Gates controlling everything from the weather to human fertility. Six years later, Donald Trump was himself appearing on InfoWars, assuring viewers that he would be their champion against those bent on world domination. When Trump won in 2016, it seemed the savior had come. When Trump lost his bid for reelection, Rodriguez had to believe the fix was in.


“We thought we were saving the country,” said Rodriguez when he was interviewed by federal agents. “There could be casualties. That, like, if this was another Civil War, this was another 1776, another Fourth of July or something, that could be a possibility.” Referring to a common trope among his confederates, Rodriguez considered himself part of the 3 percent of citizens who, like those who fought in the American Revolution, were willing to fight and die for a cause. Of course, as it was with so many historical claims made by the right-wing extremists, the 3 percent thing was not remotely accurate. In 2017 political scientist John Tures of LaGrange College published an article that outlined the facts as recognized by academics who have studied the matter. They estimate that more than 25 percent of colonial American men served on land and at sea. Considering that a 6 percent wartime service rate is considered exceptional, the 3 percent notion is a ridiculous basis for a claim of a special status that points to a much greater number of supportive citizens. But then ridiculous claims devoid of facts seem to be the norm among this crowd.
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Rodriguez represented tens of millions of Americans who had been abused by Trump and his enablers, including, prior to January 6, Mitch McConnell, Lindsey Graham, and virtually the entire Republican establishment. For the party’s leaders in Washington, condemning Trump fully and following through in the effort to hold him to account would mean opening themselves to a similar kind of accountability.


Although Trump was the champion of hate-based politics, he had not invented the game, which had been played for decades by the GOP. The original practitioners had included Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, Newt Gingrich, and others such as the right-wing propogandists at Fox News who had toyed with the themes Trump later pursued with heedless glee.


I can’t claim to have recognized this when it was occurring. Like most people, I had been busy with my own life, and, though that included politics, my focus had been on my city and my state. Besides, no one knew that the right’s turn toward an antigovernment message and the reckless rhetoric of fear and anger would endure and grow. However, both had proven so effective that over time they had been adopted by nearly every Republican candidate and officeholder. Those who were interested in using government in positive ways and who remained open to bipartisanship were found in isolated spots like my state of Rhode Island, where, in 2007, Senator Lincoln Chaffee became a Democrat because he felt the GOP had abandoned him.


Decent, kind, civilized, and positive, Chaffee was, in every way, the opposite of Donald Trump. But it was Trump that the Republican Party had created as it scorned the politics of mutual respect. I felt that in order to fully repudiate him and what he had done, our GOP colleagues would have to acknowledge their party had created the conditions for his rise. This option wasn’t really viable for politicians like McCarthy, McConnell, and Graham, who wanted to retain the power they held and, if possible, expand upon it.
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THE GOP ORIGINS OF TRUMP’S TRIBALISM


As much as we might wish it weren’t true, race and its implications have always been part of American politics. At our founding, southerners fought to have slaves who were not citizens be nevertheless counted as such because seats in Congress were apportioned by population. Recognized as equal to “three-fifths” of a white citizen, each slave included in the census helped the South gain more power. Slave labor contributed vastly to the rise of the American economy. In 1820, Congress determined that new states would be admitted in pairs, one slaveholding and one free, thus preserving the existing balance for decades to come.


Racism was also the driving force behind the filibuster rule in the US Senate, which allows 40 percent of the senators to kill anything that doesn’t win 60 percent support. The filibuster rule is best known for letting southern senators, who were in the minority, block civil rights legislation for much of the twentieth century. In this way it is similar to the Electoral College system, which determines the outcome of presidential elections. The system apportions electors based on the number of senators and House members in each state. Because states with the largest populations have no more senators than the smallest states, the small states are overrepresented. Since less populous states are also far whiter than big ones, this means that white Americans are at an advantage in both the Senate and the Electoral College.


In the distant past, it was southern Democrats who exploited racism, which is why, for nearly a century after the Civil War, the GOP, the so-called party of Lincoln, appealed to many African Americans, as Lincoln had brought about emancipation. Southern Democrats sustained segregation. Allegiances began to change as Black southerners moved into northern cities controlled by Democrats and found that they had easier access to voting and were less threatened by violent white racists. On the national level President Lyndon Johnson cemented the bond between Black voters and the Democratic Party when he persuaded Congress to pass the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and his Voting Rights Act of 1965. With these sweeping laws he did more for the case of racial equality than anyone since Lincoln.


Johnson understood that with his two big civil rights initiatives, the party might lose the South and the support of prejudiced white voters across the country. Richard Nixon knew this too. In his successful 1968 campaign for the White House and his winning bid for reelection in 1972, his Southern Strategy involved using so-called dog-whistle terms like welfare and states’ rights to signal his alignment with white voters who opposed civil rights and hated African Americans. They associated social programs with minority citizens, especially in big cities, even though the majority who depend on these programs are white.


On the heels of Nixon’s success, Ronald Reagan offered his own racist signaling in 1976 and 1980. He kicked off the 1980 campaign in Philadelphia, Mississippi, a place infamous for the murder of three civil rights workers by Ku Klux Klan members in 1964. Then during the campaign he offered racist references to a Cadillac-driving “welfare queen” and a mythical “young buck” who took advantage of federal food stamps. Though they came from a grandfatherly figure with a sunny disposition, these remarks were the first shots in what would later be called the “culture war” of Republicanism.


The GOP under Reagan abandoned its long-standing commitment to a host of moderate positions. From 1940 to 1980, for example, the party had favored the proposed Equal Rights Amendment to the Constitution, which would guarantee women’s equality under the law. The 1976 party platform referenced many ways women suffered discrimination and backed remedies including childcare assistance. In these positions they resembled the Democrats. In reversing this stand, Reagan drew a bright line that defied compromise. He did the same as he abandoned the bipartisan project of defending the environment, which Republican Teddy Roosevelt had begun, and replaced it with hostility toward environmental protection. And in his antiabortion fervor, the man who before Roe v. Wade had widened access to abortion as governor of California suddenly ended debate inside a party that was evenly divided on the subject. From 1980 forward pro-choice Republicans became a dying breed, and the opportunities for dialogue and compromise receded.


Reagan weakened our ability to work together by stressing political differences. This encouraged people to form strong identities as members of a political tribe. On his side were those who favored jobs over trees and taxpayers over welfare recipients. They thought America was just fine the way it was and that women and minorities needed no help to find equality. And of course they were for controlling women’s bodies from the moment a fertilized egg divided into a handful of cells. On the other side were those of us who believed government should address serious problems that private enterprise could not. We wanted to protect the environment, the rights of women to choose abortion, and an expansive vision of equality that included people of every sexual identity, racial group, and economic status. We of course saw Republicans as heartless politicians in service to big business and religious extremists. To them we were tree huggers who hated America and wanted to give advantages to people who didn’t deserve them. If this wasn’t enough to kick off a culture war, nothing would be.


(When the culture war sides were being drawn, I felt the effects in my life before I understood them from a political perspective. As a gay man living in a time before most felt free to come out, I knew that much of the country rejected me simply because of my sexual orientation. While some Democrats might support equality, they did so with care because, like racism, antigay bigotry was so widespread that standing against it could mean defeat at the polls.)


After Reagan it was George H. W. Bush who, despite his Yankee, patrician bearing, exploited bigotry by using a mug shot of a Massachusetts prisoner named Willie Horton to rev up white anxiety about crime and Black men. In 1986, Horton had committed rape and armed robbery while on a weekend furlough. Bush’s opponent, Michael Dukakis, had been governor during the Horton scandal. The message in the ominous TV ad featuring Horton was that evil Black men were poised to attack but George Bush could stop them.


Soon after Bush won, his campaign manager, Lee Atwater, was diagnosed with a fatal form of cancer and gave a sort of deathbed confession to a political scientist named Alexander Lamis. Lamis made public the recording of that interview, in which Atwater revealed the knowing way in which his party played on racial division to motivate bigoted white voters. Atwater said,




You start out in 1954 by saying, “N***er, n***er, n***er.” By 1968 you can’t say “n***er”—that hurts you. Backfires. So you say stuff like “forced busing,” “states’ rights” and all that stuff. You’re getting so abstract now [that] you’re talking about cutting taxes, and all these things you’re talking about are totally economic things, and a byproduct of them is [that] Blacks get hurt worse than whites. And subconsciously maybe that is part of it.





As Atwater seemed to acknowledge that racism had its downside, GOP operatives looked for other forms of prejudice to inflame. In 1992 and 1996, Pat Buchanan’s campaigns for the Republican presidential nomination primary brought a more openly anti-LGBTQ and anti-immigrant contender to the field of GOP hopefuls. Buchanan was proudly homophobic, and his immigrant bashing was easy to recognize. He also subscribed to conspiracy theories about a “New World Order” planned by international figures and spoke ominously of the US military planning to participate in attacks on Americans.


We all should have taken it as a seriously troubling sign when, in 1992, Buchanan captured nearly a quarter of all the primary votes cast by Republicans nationwide. In 1996 he took first place in the New Hampshire primary and also won Alaska, Missouri, and Louisiana. Although he failed to get the nomination, he proved that attacks on immigrants and the LGBTQ community plus paranoid conspiracy theories was a viable political strategy. Buchanan would eventually say that “Trump stole my playbook.” Trump, who had once called out Buchanan as a bigot, would, as president, embrace him. In 2019 he even used a Buchanan quote to inflame anti-immigrant feelings, saying that our southern border “is eventually going to be militarized and defended or the United States, as we have known it, is going to cease to exist.”


Take apart the warning that our country “as we have known it, is going to cease to exist” and you can see how Trump and Buchanan were playing to fear and the culture war. When they refer to the country “as we have known it,” they are evoking a time when white, heterosexual Christian men predominated and enjoyed every advantage, whether they were applying to college or seeking employment. Today they still get a head start in life, but others who were once heavily penalized—immigrants, women, LGBTQ people, etc.—are less burdened. After noting what their followers had lost, Buchanan and Trump upped the ante by saying the result would be a kind of apocalypse as the country ceased to exist. This message would resonate with conservative Christians, who heard doomsday talk all the time. It would also energize believers to turn politics into an all-or-nothing war as they tried to save their country.


The mix of religion and politics became irresistible, even to more staid personalities. In 2002 the George W. Bush campaign spied the antigay feelings rampant among conservative Christians and stressed his opposition to both marriage equality and stronger hate crime laws to protect gay, lesbian, and transgender people. Bush went so far as to call for a constitutional amendment to ban same-sex marriage. He also took advantage of state-level campaigns to ban marriage equality. As conservative Christian pastors rallied the faithful to go to the polls in greater numbers, they naturally picked Bush and other Republicans running for office.


In Washington, Congressman William Dannemeyer, a Republican from California, made antigay hate the centerpiece of his politics. He published a book called Shadow in the Land: Homosexuality in America in which he calls gays and lesbians “the ultimate enemy” and writes that equality for the LGBTQ community will “plunge our people, and indeed the entire West, into a dark night of the soul that could last hundreds of years.” Dick Armey of Texas, the number two GOP House leader, called Representative Barney Frank of Massachusetts “Barney Fag.” In the Senate, Majority Leader Trent Lott, a Republican from Mississippi, said gay people are like alcoholics, all but helpless in the face of their addiction to an unacceptable sexual orientation. All of these things were expressed in the open, which meant these Capitol Hill figures thought it was to their advantage to speak this way.


When Bill Clinton, a Democrat, decided to improve things he imposed a “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy on the military, which supposedly put discussions of sexual orientation off-limits. Of course it also reinforced the shame attached to being gay. Otherwise, why wouldn’t homosexuality be discussed? This may have been Clinton’s clever way of steering clear of controversy and consequences. It’s also possible that he believed he was doing something significant. Either way, it offended people like me and affirmed the bigots.


On the rungs below the presidential line on the ballot, other Republicans tried their hands at using hate and bigotry to motivate certain voters. In the House of Representatives, Newt Gingrich, Tom Tancredo, Michele Bachmann, and Steve King were the most recognized in this group as they used scaremongering rhetoric about LGBTQ people, minorities, and immigrants. GOP Senator Strom Thurmond of South Carolina was so courtly in his prejudice that his biography was titled Strom: The Sweet Old Bigot. His colleague from North Carolina, Jesse Helms, could also seem a man of gentle manner, but then he would call gay people “weak, morally sick wretches,” and you knew who he really was. (In his first foray into politics, as a campaign aide, he helped a candidate who won with a racist appeal summarized in a handbill titled “White People Wake Up,” which warned of the dangers of “negroes working beside you, your wife and daughters.”)


Watching from the sidelines, Donald Trump couldn’t help but notice how well bigotry worked. He tested it in public appearances, where he complained about the supposed job-market advantages of Black people and whined that tribal leaders who run casinos don’t really “look like Indians.” When five Hispanic and Black teens were arrested in the so-called Central Park Jogger assault case, he took out huge advertisements calling for their execution. His final test came with the presidency of Barack Obama, whom Trump worked hard to delegitimize with repeated suggestions that he was not American born and was therefore ineligible to hold the office. This birtherism, as it was known, energized those who wanted to delegitimize Obama. It proved to Trump that he could be more overt with his racism when he finally ran for office himself.
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