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FOREWORD


BY REP. JAMIE RASKIN


In The Inflection Election, Mark Green captures the central and irrevocable importance of the 2024 presidential election and depicts in fine-grained detail the choice that Americans now face.


On one path, we can choose to continue our national experiment in democratic freedom with all the necessary complications of democracy and freedom. We can stay true to the rule of law under the Constitution; we can defend the rights and liberties of the people; we can hold fast to the principle that the government as an entity must be an instrument to advance the well-being and common good of the whole society.


On the other path, even after everything we know about Donald Trump, his dangerous movement and his sordidly corrupt business model, we can choose to carry the country back into more of his trademark chaos, dysfunction, and authoritarianism. We could restore to office Trump’s one sincere conviction: that the government is nothing but an instrument of personal self-enrichment, self-aggrandizement, and wealth maximization for the guy who lies, cheats, and steals his way into executive power and office.


Green’s book is first about the dark path. It shows how Trump and his followers have created the kind of authoritarian movement that becomes fascism, mirroring and enabling the hard-right turn that autocratic leaders are taking all over the world.


From Russia to China, from Hungary to the Philippines, and from Venezuela to India, the autocrats and dictators are on the march. Using what twentieth-century Hungarian politician Matyos Rakosi called “salami tactics,” they work to shave off thick slices of constitutional democracy to cement their total power over society.


For authoritarian politicians and movements, elections present both a rich opportunity for demagogic (or “populist,” if you prefer) scapegoating inside the arena and a target for institutional vilification and destruction from the outside.


The autocrats, who have a deep personal sense of entitlement to rule, presumptively cast doubt on the integrity of democratic elections and then refuse to accept the outcome of any election that doesn’t go their way. In 2020 Joe Biden beat Trump by more than seven million votes, 306-232 in the electoral college, but Trump’s carefully crafted Big Lie—rejected in sixty federal and state court cases across the land—set the stage for his efforts to sabotage the election and simply seize the presidency. This lawless power grab culminated in the convergence of Trump’s backroom “self-coup,” as the political scientists call it, with a violent and bloody mob insurrection on January 6, 2021. It then morphed into passage by Trump’s party of over sixty restrictive voting laws and nineteen election interference laws in the states to further entrench obstruction of democracy.


Authoritarians of this type gleefully embrace and encourage political violence to terrorize their political opponents and chill dissent. And we have seen a lot of that. All of these fascistic tactics are used to elevate the will of a charismatic leader above the rule of law, the Constitution, and basic political morality.


Because we are still in the middle of the crisis, it is important to diagnose our beleaguered condition. I remember a time when it was both unnecessary and impolite to use the word “fascism” in American politics. Today it is essential. Fascists gain and retain power through propaganda, disinformation, scapegoating, mob violence, alliances with foreign dictators and despots, and the theft or conversion of public resources for private gain.


But Green’s fine book, an urgent twenty-first-century democratic pamphlet, also shows us what it would mean to choose well and get back on the bright path too. He contrasts Donald Trump’s selfish lust for power not only with the ideals of freedom and democracy that the American people have fought to realize in our history but with the positive public agenda available to us now.


Green describes the opportunity that we have to build an economy that works for everyone, not just the plutocrats and kleptocrats, and to welcome participation by people of every background into a vibrant pluralist democracy. He builds an admirable case for a “New Patriotism” that will help us stand our ground instead of running scared from the MAGA bullies and billionaires.


This fine book is an essential primer about the stakes of the momentous 2024 election. We owe Mark Green a debt of gratitude for making the intuitively obvious explicitly clear to everyone.









INTRODUCTION


“YOU. CANNOT. BE. SERIOUS!”


I think when the history of this period is written, our children and our grandchildren will ask, “What were you doing when our House of Democracy was on fire?”


—Sen. Rafael Warnock


April 19, 2025


WASHINGTON (AP)—At the direction of Donald Trump, the forty-seventh president of the United States, Attorney General Ken Paxton yesterday sent teams of FBI agents to the residences of Rachel Maddow, General Mark Milley, and Hillary Clinton.


Knocking on their doors at precisely 9 a.m., the lead agents were polite but firm, all identically telling their targets, “We’ve come to confiscate your electronic devices pursuant to a lawful warrant. You are not now under arrest.”


Clinton appeared to be the most calm and least surprised. “What might the charges be?”


“Sorry, ma’am,” said the female agent with a small ponytail and large vest emblazoned with the familiar oversized yellow letters FBI. “We’re not allowed to say.”


Within the hour, Democratic senators Elizabeth Warren and Cory Booker issued a joint statement calling the actions “obviously revenge prosecutions—we did not defeat fascism abroad in 1945 in order to imitate it eighty years later at home.”


At the Department of Homeland Security, Secretary Stephen Miller hit back. “May we remind the senators that the American people have spoken?” an apparent reference to Trump’s electoral vote victory of 271 to 269, despite Biden winning the popular vote margin by ten million votes over Trump—or 48 percent to 40 percent. (The remaining 12 percent went to four minor-party candidates.)


The electoral college, however, for the third time in the last seven presidential elections, turned a popular vote victory into a narrow loss.


In a wide-ranging interview with Newsmax, Miller also made news on immigration. “Today, we’re beginning construction of 50,000 modular homes in Waco, Texas to launch ‘Operation Relocation’ to deport three million Americans who came here illegally. Promise made. Promise kept.” 


Yesterday afternoon, the Pentagon sent in federal troops under the 1871 KKK Insurrection Act to a dozen cities holding “Democracy, Not Dictatorship” signs—organized by Black Lives Matter and MoveOn. Thousands of peaceful protestors in each location appeared shocked to see M1 Abrams tanks rolling down streets to block their paths with tear gas, flash grenades, and rubber bullets. Thirteen students were killed in Atlanta alone when they stood in front of tanks that wouldn’t stop.


Reporters caught up with President Trump early afternoon in between rounds of golf at his Bedminster Club. “Well, nothing new here—didn’t Biden do the same thing to me and Rudy? Sorry about those deaths in Atlanta but, excuse me, what were those protestors doing in front of our tanks? Anyway, it could have been a lot worse, right? And please remember that today is the exact 250th anniversary of the battles of Lexington and Concord that began our journey as an exceptional model of Freedom and Democracy.”


[image: image]


In 2006, my book Losing Our Democracy warned of an American democracy in slow decline. Four years ago I wrote several articles about how Trump and MAGA were becoming increasingly fascistic . . . to widespread yawns. And during the 2022 midterms, Ralph Nader and I—along with twenty-four progressive authors—released a lengthy monograph entitled Crushing the GOP to suggest phrasing and framing to help reduce expected losses.


But if earlier warnings about creeping fascism struck some as naive, it would now be willfully stupid to ignore Trump’s catch-me-if-you-can Caesarism . . . especially after declaring his desire to be a “Day One Dictator” (like he’d voluntarily stop after twenty-four hours), vowing to destroy foreign and liberal “vermin . . . poisoning the blood of our country,” promising to criminally prosecute political opponents, defending a presidential immunity to kill-at-will, and rounding up millions of undocumented immigrants into “camps” before deporting them and their families. “This is who he is,” concluded Trump-biographer Maggie Haberman.


We are now all watching a reality-TV sequel to Rachel Maddow’s bestselling 2023 book, Prequel: An American Fight Against Fascism, about an attempt in the 1940s to sabotage the American Experiment during wartime. While that fight failed, the script for the Trump finale has not yet been written.


Obviously, Trump is not the genocidal German chancellor from Kristallnacht in 1938 to his suicide in April 1945. Only Hitler was Hitler. But it’s also disingenuous to deny a rhetorical resemblance to the 1920s fanatic who failed and was jailed for a year following his unsuccessful 1923 Beer Hall insurrection (which curiously also left seven dead, as did January 6) to overthrow the Weimar Republic. After he had served a year and was released, the New York Times on December 21, 1924, actually ran this headline, “Hitler Tamed by Prison.” The article ended on the bright note that “it is believed he will retire to private life in Austria, the country of his birth.”


At that time, he was considered a demagogic clown by leading politicians, much like Trump before his election in 2016 and after his loss in 2020. Looking back now, what should we make of both Donald’s and his first wife Ivana’s admissions that he kept a volume of Hitler’s speeches in a cabinet by their bed?
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Denial is instinctual—who doesn’t think, as a car crash is unfolding, This can’t be happening! Then BOOM!


Director James Cameron called his film Titanic “a great novel that really happened.” Trumpism is also fantastic yet now really happening as well. While millions of voters and much of the mainstream media stay in their politics-as-usual cocoons despite all his threats and trials, Donald J. Trump is as plausibly hopeful of going back to the White House as he is fearful of going to prison, and relishes cheating his banks, wives, voters, Trump “University” students, own lawyers, and golf scores. Even unhinged hints that Gen. Milley deserves execution for treason have been met with silence or shrugs by Republican officeholders who routinely capitulate to his pathologies as ransom for power.
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Paul Noth/The New Yorker


None of that is new or news—Roy Cohn’s protégé continues to shock but no longer surprise. What is unprecedented is that 2024 is becoming an inflection election between a Party of Progress and a Party of Dangerous Extremists—not one miscreant but a whole swath of accomplices who are either “proud MAGAs or scared MAGAs,” in the insight of Marc C. Elias, founder of the Democracy Docket. As subsequent chapters elaborate, one side embraces popular government in pursuit of the common good while the other—the progeny of Joe McCarthy, William F. Buckley Jr., Father Coughlin, Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, Rush Limbaugh, Newt Gingrich, Sarah Palin, Steve Bannon and, of course, Donald Trump—has formed a political base that darkly hints of a new Civil War.


As of Spring 2024, neither team has a prohibitive advantage. There are too many jury verdicts, ongoing wars, possible third-party candidates, Supreme Court reversals of “settled” precedent, gun massacres, and “October Surprises” to go. But the stakes are no mystery.




“Inflection Point: “A critical point at which a major or decisive change takes place.”


—Dictionary.com





If Republicans should somehow run the table this November—with a revanchist Supreme Court already in its column—a minority of Americans could cancel a century of progress and make the world’s oldest democracy no longer democratic. For the founders never anticipated a future leader who would say “I don’t debate my opponents, I destroy them.”


Oh, sorry—that wasn’t Donald Trump but Benito Mussolini in 1936. Notice, however, how easy it was to confuse these two swaggering strongmen. “What we are seeing,” said Gen. Barry McCaffery on national TV in late 2023, “is a parallel to the 1930s . . . and a major threat to the United States.”


The evidence? Let’s connect their dots. Most Republicans repeat Trump’s two Biggest Lies—viz., that he won the 2020 election and that all his felony indictments result from hundreds of partisan prosecutors, grand juries, and judges magically collaborating. Then, as if those two world-class whoppers and “vermin” weren’t enough, Speaker Mike Johnson’s GOP Caucus is now flagrantly proving that they range all the way from the Far-Right to the Further-Right. Consider MAGA’s cornerstones:




	
Implied racism: “White Christian Nationalism, the Great Replacement Theory, Critical Race Theory” add up to “criminalizing being Black,” in the view of Ruth Ben-Ghiat, a scholar of authoritarianism. The unspoken message to its base is, “don’t worry, everything will be all white.”


	
Hateful language has triggered thousands of death threats and numerous acts of organized and loner violence (see chapter 3, “The MAGA Mobocracy,” and chapter 5, “Loathe Thy Neighbor”).


	
Pardons or praise for 1,200 insurrectionists convicted of crimes.


	
Massive voter suppression of Democrats (rebranded as “voter integrity”).


	
Big-Brother bans on abortions, books, drag shows, and marriage equality—what they call, without any sense of irony, their “Freedom Agenda.”


	
Climate denialism despite rising and record heat, wildfires, and flooding.


	
Vaccine denialism that has needlessly cost over 300,000 Americans their lives (disproportionately anti-vax libertarians, which is not only immoral but pretty foolish for a party of libertarians).


	
Kudos for dictators and killers such as Vladimir Putin, Xi Jinping, Kim Jong Un, even “very smart” Hamas (according to Trump) but never praise of America’s allies.


	
Contempt for the free media whom Trump repeatedly calls, echoing Stalin’s ominous phrase “enemies of the people.”





There must be a word that summarizes such fringeworthy talk, but it sure isn’t “conservative” in the way Eisenhower, Reagan, or the Bushes would have understood it. This is extremism posing as patriotism. One emotionally satisfying response to Republicans who “create their own reality” (Karl Rove’s phrase) might be to simply quote the familiar rage of tennis great John McEnroe, “You. Cannot. Be. Serious!” It’s frankly wearying and demeaning to engage with people as ignorant, cynical, or malicious as Lauren Boebert, Stephen Miller, and Lindsay Graham . . . but given the scale of their threats, indifference is not an option. Even debating people of such bad faith seems as useful as spooning out the ocean since, to quote the New Yorker’s Jelani Cobb, they “lie exponentially while fact-checkers respond arithmetically.”


Instead, electorally smashing such an anti-American movement is the only sure way to return to a healthy two-party system where losers respect the choice of voters, like in the good old days of 1789–2016.
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Most commentators are skeptical about this prospect due to a Senate map heavily tilted to red state contests (by twenty-three to ten) and the GOP’s nearly sole focus on “negative partisanship.” Nor is it reasonable to expect that Republican leaders may finally rebuke Trump when they refused that very opportunity at the critical moment in both Senate impeachment trials.


But as Norman Cousins noted a half century ago, “no one is smart enough to be a pessimist.” A handful of off-cycle elections over the past two years in purple jurisdictions show the possibilities. In each of seven state referendums to legalize abortion, the pro-abortion side easily won. In a Wisconsin statewide race to determine whether its state Supreme Court lurched Left or Right, a progressive judicial candidate won by a jaw-dropping 11 percentage points; in Michigan, a few point swing helped to easily reelect a Democratic governor and supportive majorities in both legislative chambers for the first time in decades. Then last February, Tom Suozzi easily won back his NY-03 seat on Long Island.


Are these aberrations or harbingers for 2024?


“It’s too soon to tell” as Zhou Enlai famously said when asked in the 1970s about the influence of the French Revolution. But we do know that election deniers flopped at the polls in the final month of the 2022 midterm elections. According to a survey by the nonprofit States United Action, “culture war” issues—especially the Court’s Dobbs decision overturning Roe v. Wade—helped boost Democrats on average 2.3–3.7 points to hold the Senate and avoid a blowout in the House. Yet there’s little evidence that sincerely oblivious MAGAs will soon slow their Pickett’s Charge against basic American values, as that failed thrust against entrenched Union troops ended the decisive Battle of Gettysburg.


Possible outcomes consequently now stretch all the way from a narrow GOP takeover of the federal government by the holy alliance of this President, Speaker, and High Court . . . to a “Blue Backlash.” Watergate, of course, spurred huge Democratic gains in 1974—a reprise is now feasible due to several trends with the combined potential, concluded a glum Governor Chris Sununu (R-NH), of sinking many Republican candidates up and down the ballot.


Let’s put aside those Cassandras obsessing over a third-year slump for Biden, which was not unlike other incumbent presidents seeking reelection with problematic economies, including Truman, Carter, Reagan, Clinton, Obama, and Trump. (Four won.) No one has been more convincing how polls are not votes and how Democrats have been consistently outperforming speculation than analyst Simon Rosenberg (@SimonWDC). And no better Twitter handle on ‘24 than LOLGOP.


As in all elections, there’s a positive and a negative case for Democrats in 2024:


I. THE POSITIVE




	America has a more progressive electorate, according to pollster Celinda Lake. Since 2016, twenty million older Americans have died, while thirty million younger voters now comprise a Gen Z with its keen generational concern over climate, guns, COVID, and racial and gender justice, as well as growing up in the zeitgeist of Obama’s success and Trump’s havoc. In the most recent elections, eighteen- to twenty-nine-year-olds have broken over 60 percent for Democrats. David Leonhardt of the New York Times called this development “one of the biggest stories in American politics and a major advantage for the Democratic party.” Indeed, this generation will be the first to have a majority-minority population throughout all their voting lives, which is a problem for the party of the Far-White.*



	The Biden Administration has a record of economic revival and kitchen-table successes after the pandemic and Trumponomics. (When incumbent Jimmy Carter lost in 1980, the “Misery Index” [joblessness and inflation] stood at 20; today it’s under seven.) After years of being in the doldrums, organized labor is enjoying a surge in popularity following a series of successful strikes. Pretty hard to see those folks on the UAW picket lines voting for a nominee with a gold-plated toilet. Not to mention that there’s an emerging conventional wisdom, as reflected in a January Washington Post headline “Falling Inflation, Rising Growth, Give U. S. the World’s Best Recovery,” that will presumably undercut GOP economic lamentations that “the sky keeps falling.”





But more than good news is needed when one party—and its cable sidekick—spew daily calumnies while the other is headed by The Last Politician (Frank Foer’s smart book title), a president whose superpower is his experience, empathy, and equanimity. Although periodically denouncing Trumpian assaults on democracy and decency—“You can’t be pro-Insurrection and pro-Democracy”—Biden throughout 2023 usually adopted a presidential persona that avoided contemporary rebuttals in vernacular language.


On the one hand, that smartly sustained the usual respect accorded residents of the White House and avoided bottom-feeders who revel in mud wrestling. But that also ran the risk that smears stick, as happened after John Kerry’s initial reluctance in 2004 to challenge “Swift Boat” veterans lying about his exemplary service record. But once Trump not only became the de facto nominee in January but also his hysterical responses to worsening legal jeopardy grew, so did the sharpness and frequency of Biden and Harris’s rejoinders.


When it comes to the music of politics, Republicans still have a bigger beat, and Democrats better lyrics. On that score—and reflecting the angst of influential radio-host Charlamagne tha God, “Trump sounds more sincere telling lies than Biden does telling the truth”—Team Biden could use help with more memorable messaging. Allies and surrogates—who @SimonWDC called “information warriors”—can provide backup to keep elected Democrats on offense and Trumpists on the ropes . . . not because this or any author has the “best words” but because all of us know more than any of us.


II. THE NEGATIVE




	The prospect that a serial criminal will head the Fall GOP ballot should elevate corruption to a top-tier issue. Recall that Trump in 2016 said that a mere FBI investigation ought to disqualify Hillary Clinton. Some journalist needs to ask Trump how voters should regard ninety-one actual indictments and a conviction or two? And what could any GOP candidate say this fall if asked in a debate or interview: “How can you take an oath to uphold the Constitution when you support a person credibly accused of masterminding the greatest constitutional crime ever against our country?” In the view of David Frum in The Atlantic, “The government cannot function with an indicted or convicted criminal as its head. For his own survival, he would have to destroy the rule of law.”


	Even beyond Trump’s extensive rap sheet, Republicans are a “Party of Corruption.” Harsh? Yes. True? Ethics is apparently not a top GOP issue when 67 percent of them say they would still vote for Trump if he were a convicted felon and when fair-minded people contrast the fifty-point difference between an indicted Sen. Bob Menendez falling to 10 percent of his reelection primary vote while ex-president Trump rises to 60 percent after his summer of indictments. How can Republican leaders explain that gap? (The answer “What about Hunter?” will not cut it.)


	An “Extreme Court”—which has lost a third of its popularity in the past three years, even prior to its Section III Disqualification decision—apparently can’t stop trying to go in reverse while also ignoring ethics norms. This means making Justices Clarence Thomas and Samuel Alito even more infamous, as Senator Sheldon Whitehouse does best.


	The GOP agenda on abortion, guns, and health care is far more extreme than mainstream, especially given the furious and sustained backlash against the anti-abortion Dobbs decision in 2022 and the growing number of school shootings that frighten suburban moms, along with everyone else. And Trump’s repeated vow to end Obamacare, which would make 54 million people with a preexisting condition basically uninsurable, seems to have been written by a Democratic operative disguised under a red hat.


	When it comes to climate violence, Republicans prefer silence since their GOP pockets are stuffed with campaign funds from fossil fools (see chapter 7, “Un-Science”). Every summer seems to produce reports of the “hottest month ever,” while the waters off Miami in August 2023 were officially deemed too hot for swimming.


	In the spirit of Truman’s 1948 campaign against the “Do-Nothing Congress,” Republicans are again the party of grievance, not governance. See how GOP House chairs Jim Jordan and James Comer have turned their committees’ investigations into innuendo machines, not to mention that the GOP House in 2023 enacted a total of twenty-seven laws, compared to 350 in Pelosi’s last year as speaker. GOP Rep. Chip Roy, a Freedom Caucus leader, shouted in frustration on the House floor, “I want my Republican colleagues to give me one thing that I can go campaign on and say we did. One!” And when the Republican Party last controlled the White House, Senate, and House in 2004, former senator Claire McCaskill reminds us, “they did nothing about the deficit or border.”





Those are pretty big headwinds for the already minority party, notwithstanding Democratic political vulnerabilities over the border, inflation, Middle East, and Biden’s age. Nor is shouting “woke” every third sentence about supposed cultural horrors a winning rejoinder. Recall Gov. Ron DeSantis’s spectacular overreliance on it in his presidential bid. “We must fight the woke in our schools. We must fight the woke in our businesses. We must fight the woke in government agencies. We can never, ever, surrender to woke.” (See Insert II.) Despite the nice rhythm, woke didn’t work for him.


At the same time, skeptics who discount the power of metaphors and language should reflect on Churchill’s trenchant observation that “of all the talents bestowed upon men, none is so precious as the gift of oratory. He who enjoys it wields a power more durable than that of a great king.” Among phrases that indeed captured sentiment and shifted history: “Boston Massacre” (thank you, Sam Adams), “A nation cannot exist half-slave and half free,” “A date which will live in infamy,” “At long last sir, have you no decency?”, “We Shall Overcome,” “I have a dream,” “Welfare Queen,” “Willie Horton!” and, to be honest, how “Stop The Steal” helped propagate that colossal falsehood.


Rhetoric and narratives alone won’t convert any significant number of Trumpers in Cult 45 since their emotional devotion to Donald has survived all his flagrant bullying and graft. For deep-seated psychological reasons, most of the Republican base merge their identities with his chesty personality. Expecting a different result would be like convincing Boston Red Sox fans to buy Yankees season tickets.


Instead, opponents will have to focus on inspiring turnout of low-propensity voting Democrats and try to chip away up to a tenth of swing voters about what it would mean to their wallets and rights if Team Trump won the White House and Congress—increased taxes on the middle class, even more guns and gun deaths, higher drug prices, rural hospitals losing essential federal assistance, wider book bans, Black and gay friends suffering discrimination, and journalist pals indicted or incarcerated (some doctors too). There’s really no bottom since a politician who can’t admit error and delights in “doubling down” is, by that definition, always testing how low he can go—to paraphrase Daniel Patrick Moynihan, this year that means “Defining Democracy Down.” (Admittedly, it’s hard to go lower than Trump’s “immunity claims” that would allow him to assassinate rivals without punishment.)




Not talking about fascism can make it easier for it to occur and to recur.


—Tracey Barrett, teacher in Asheville, North Carolina





Will such a radical program seem unpatriotic for those swing voters in up to ten swing states (especially Georgia, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin, as well as North Carolina, Virginia, Minnesota, Colorado, Arizona, and Nevada) who’ll essentially draft the next chapter in the story of America?
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The approaching election is coming into focus. If all the previous dots were aggregated into a pointillist painting, the portrait would resemble Orbán far more than Obama. Are voters comfortable with that kind of soft authoritarianism? Will they end up caring more about Biden’s age or the longevity of democracy? Could 2024 be another 1974 when disgusted voters massively rejected the corruption of Nixon or another 2016 when a string of flukes narrowly sent a lifelong confidence man to the Oval Office? Is it really conceivable that a freedom-loving nation born after an heroic rebellion against the mighty British monarch would elect one 234 years later?


Last, the reality of an Inflection Election applies not just to the United States but the world as well. Authoritarian leaders like those in China, Russia, Iran, Hungary, Italy and Denmark will be watching closely on election night, as well as other nations concerned whether they’re next to be contaminated by disinformation and extremism. One analyst in a Moscow-aligned think tank ominously predicted that 2024 “could be the year when the West’s liberal elites lose control of the world order.”






*In the immediate aftermath of the Hamas-Israeli War, surveys indicated that while a significant majority of all Americans favored Israel, a very different majority of younger voters did not, with Biden’s favorable ratings taking a hit with them. Without politically weighing this continuing conflict further, it’s unlikely that it will prove decisive a year after it began against a xenophobic Republican like Trump, an admittedly speculative conclusion.









CHAPTER 1


FREEDOM . . . FOR WHOM?


I don’t want to die because of Mike Johnson’s religious views of abortion.


—Molly Jong-Fast


Totalitarianism means saying things you don’t believe because you’re afraid of the response. Donald Trump has created a totalitarian party—it’s his own Orwellian world.


—Stuart Stevens, advisor to five GOP presidential campaigns


When a former president of France was asked to use one word to define his country—whose motto originating in 1789 has been “Liberté, égalité, fraternité”—he chose “égalité.” Now imagine asking an ex-American president, regardless of party, the same question about his country. Would not the answer likely instead be “freedom”?


But “freedom” for what and for whom? Martin Luther King Jr. thought of what it meant for Freedom Riders in 1962 who risked their lives by heading South to get the boot of Bull Connor off the necks of Black people. King wanted everyone to choose their own “pursuit of happiness,” including how his children, as he wrote in his famous “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” would be as free as white children to go to “Funtown.” And of course, the name of his crowning achievement in 1963 was the “March for Jobs and Freedom.”


To Ronald Reagan, on the other hand, it meant freedom from an overbearing Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) and Internal Revenue Service (IRS) and the ability to strike it rich without apologies or expensive safety nets. Laissez was fair. Reagan’s Inaugural Address pivoted around his assertion that “government is not the solution to the problem, it is the problem.” In this context, the Republican Right’s fictional heroes have been John Wayne and John Galt.


But such a cramped version of freedom assumes that government and society are engaged in a zero-sum game—where more government necessarily means less freedom. In fact, public government can expand personal freedom when capitalism gets oppressive or produces avoidable harm. It’s not complicated—the Clean Air Act and auto safety laws helped millions of Americans avoid premature deaths, which obviously would have eliminated all their freedoms.


This foundational conflict has recurred throughout our history as federalism versus states’ rights, from the Constitutional Convention to the war over slavery to the sixties struggle over the civil rights laws . . . and jurisprudentially in the century from Dred Scott to Brown v. Board of Education. The core question then and now is the same—should there be a national floor of universal rights that “equalizes all and binds all,” in the words of a nineteenth-century jurist about the Bill of Rights, or are those decisions better made at the state and local levels? FDR or Ronald Reagan?


The fight over freedom has returned to center stage in 2024 for two reasons: first, given the rhetorical power of “freedom” tracing back to “The Cause” in 1776, each party now wants to own a word more popular than equality, justice, or capitalism; and second, GOP obsession with unpopular culture war issues has thrown the party of white religious nationalism on the defensive everywhere but bright-red districts.


Bottom line: if Republicans choose to run campaigns based on a Trump/DeSantis/Johnson father-knows-best approach to censorship of books, bodily rights, and the supremacy of theocracy, then it’ll be a losing proposition. A choice between a cultural Stasi and Rev. King’s dream that government and freedom should reinforce each other is one worth fighting and winning.


FREEDOM OF SPEECH


“Free Speech” is more popular than “book bans”—but apparently Ron DeSantis never got the memo. He decided early on to run a campaign combining the bullying style of Joe McCarthy with the intolerance of Carrie Nation and Anthony Comstock—the two most priggish, censorial crusaders of the late nineteenth century.


We’ve seen how this has ended up in the past. There were bonfires of books burned by Nazis, the pictures of which cannot be unseen by anyone who’s read the history. Temperance societies helped enact Prohibition in the Eighteenth Amendment (only to be reversed in the Twenty-Second one). Various jurisdictions have banned Lady Chatterley’s Lover, Ulysses, and George Carlin, among many others, as pornographic.


DeSantis’s maiden effort was enactment of the so-called “Individual Freedom Act”—or what he referred to as the “Anti-Woke Act.” It aimed, in his words, “to prohibit schools and companies from leveling blame based on race or sex [or made to] feel guilt, anguish or any other psychological distress” from racial anxiety.


That may sound nice in theory but no interpretation of the First Amendment permits censorship based on the feelings of some readers or listeners—certainly not children, a standard that would prohibit almost all controversial speech—which the governor, a well-educated lawyer with a large law department at his service, surely knew. But since his motivation was not the old Constitution but the approaching election, here’s what happened next:




	The poem that America’s Poet Laureate Amanda Gorman recited at Biden’s Inauguration was banned from a Miami Lakes elementary school after the objection of one parent. Moms for Liberty chapters have called for schools to ban or limit access to dozens of books for any mention of transgender or queer themes, including Khaled Hosseini’s The Kite Runner and George M. Johnson’s award-winning memoir All Boys Aren’t Blue. One high school teacher said that harassment from far-right groups has only eroded her vulnerable students’ sense of safety. “Bullying from a peer is one thing,” she said. “But bullying from full-grown adults is out of this world.” (And that opinion preceded the collapsed reputation of a moralizing Moms for Liberty when news broke about sexual three-ways among its leaders.)


	A graphic novel version of a book about Anne Frank was removed from an Indian River County school library. Other school libraries removed Catcher in the Rye, 1984, Atlas Shrugged, and any book that had the word “gay” in its title or gay characters (one was banned because the author’s last name was “Gay”!).


	The Orlando Sentinel took two full pages of tiny type to list all the 673 banned books in school libraries (and that’s just for one urban area). The PEN organization reported that a record number of books were banned throughout the country in 2002 and that—like school shootings—they inspire copycats and more book bans.


	One continuing target was “critical race theory” (discussed in more detail in “Loathe Thy Neighbor”), which supposedly overemphasized “institutional racism” as a contributor to many social and economic problems in America. What was especially weird, for all the huffing and puffing, is that no Florida school was shown to teach it in early grades.
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