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Introduction

American democracy—the defining characteristic that has made the United States a magnet for immigrants from around the globe, the leader of the free world, and a model for other nations—is under fire as never before and is threatened with possible extinction. This endangers the foundational rights and freedoms of every American under the Constitution, as well as our national security as we compete on the world stage with our authoritarian adversaries China and Russia.

Over the course of American history our democracy has been threatened from abroad—first by the British Empire and later by Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan, the Soviet Union and then Russia, and most recently Communist China and Islamist terrorism. In The End of Democracy? Russia and China on the Rise, America in Retreat, published in 2020, one of us (Douglas Schoen) described the serious danger these two powers pose to America, to global human rights, and to the future of democracy.1

Today, the most dangerous threat to our democracy comes not from a foreign adversary but from within, as the radical left gains strength in the Democratic Party and the radical right ascends in the Republican Party. These diametrically opposed forces, moving further and further apart, are threatening not just our democracy but our most fundamental institutions and values. We close our eyes to this grave danger at our peril. Democracy is not just a system of government. It is a system of liberty-affirming values that enshrine minority rights in addition to majority rule. It makes government the servant of the people and not the other way around—unlike in many countries around the world. The Bill of Rights in the Constitution says that freedom of speech and of the press, the right to protest, freedom of religion, the rights of those accused of crimes, and other rights are fundamental to our democracy.

Yet extremists on the left and right are now more focused on reshaping America to conform to their own values than on preserving the traditional democratic values that affirm our freedoms and rights. They have no patience for hearing the other side. They are so convinced of the rightness of their own beliefs that they want to suppress whoever disagrees with them. If they had their way, they would put America on a path that could eventually replace democracy with authoritarianism.

Alarmingly, the United States is more divided and less united today than at any time since our nation split in two during the Civil War. We have forgotten the warning Benjamin Franklin gave the American colonies in 1754 when he published the first American political cartoon in his newspaper, the Pennsylvania Gazette. The cartoon was a call for the British colonies to unite to fight as allies in the French and Indian War. It was later revived during the Revolutionary War calling on the new American states to unite to fight for independence from Great Britain. It pictured a snake cut into pieces, with a caption on the bottom stating “JOIN, or DIE.”2 Many people believed at the time that a snake cut into pieces could grow back to life if its parts were joined together before sunset. So Franklin’s message was clear—the colonies, which later became states, could not survive unless they united.

Founding Father and former Virginia governor Patrick Henry expressed a similar sentiment in his last public speech in 1799 when he said: “United we stand, divided we fall. Let us not split into factions which must destroy that union upon which our existence hangs.”3 And Abraham Lincoln famously said in 1858 in a speech to the Illinois Republican Convention: “A house divided against itself cannot stand. I believe this government cannot endure, permanently half slave and half free…. It will become all one thing, or all the other.”4 The unity of the nation and abolition of the evil of slavery were achieved—but only after the Civil War, when scholars now believe as many as 750,000 people died.5 The total population of the United States was only about 32 million at the time—less than a tenth of our population today.6 One symbol of national unity was reflected in the way Americans referred to their nation. Before the Civil War they said “the United States are” but after the war they said “the United States is,” reflecting the view that the U.S. is a singular entity and not simply an alliance of separate states.

Fast-forward to February 2021, when a new Zogby Poll® found that 46 percent of likely voters believe that another civil war will erupt in our country. There was not much difference between Republicans and Democrats on the question, with 49 percent of Republicans and 45 percent of Democrats saying a second civil war is likely.7 “It’s quite astounding that nearly half of voters think we are headed for bloodshed!” a news release announcing the poll says. “Are we really close to citizens hurting each other on a large-scale basis? The violence that happened from both sides of the political spectrum the last year is significant. Violent protests in cities across the country during the summer, White supremacists, hate crimes on the rise, and tensions between two political parties have put the country on the brink.”

America reunited in 1865 at the close of the Civil War, but right now we simply don’t know whether we can reunite again after the bitter divisions fueled by both the far left and the far right during Donald Trump’s presidency. Things have gotten so bad that many Republican officials won’t criticize extremists on the right for fear of angering that faction of their party, while many Democratic officials won’t criticize the far left for fear of angering their party’s radical wing. The extremist tail is wagging the mainstream dog.

For example, when the U.S. House of Representatives voted 232–197 on January 13, 2021, to impeach then-president Trump for a second time on a charge of “incitement of insurrection” for his role in the deadly January 6 attack on the U.S. Capitol by his supporters—after he urged them to march on the Capitol and fight to overturn former vice president Joe Biden’s election victory—only 10 Republicans voted to impeach.8 At Trump’s impeachment trial in the Senate the following month, only seven of the 50 Republican senators voted for his conviction, along with all 48 Democrats and the two independents who caucus with Democrats. The 57 votes for a guilty verdict fell short of the 67 votes needed to convict Trump on the incitement charge.9

In another example, when the House voted 230–199 on February 4, 2021, to remove Rep. Marjorie Taylor Greene (R-GA) from congressional committees, only 11 Republicans joined Democrats in supporting the measure.10 Greene had endorsed the extremist QAnon movement; embraced wild conspiracy theories that were blatantly false, including some that were anti-Semitic and Islamophobic; liked a Facebook comment endorsing shooting House Speaker Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) in the head; and claimed school shootings were secretly staged by government actors. She disavowed some of these views shortly before the House vote, but not all of them. She continued sending fundraising emails almost daily saying Trump had actually won the presidential election and was fraudulently deprived of victory.

Crucially, Greene continued to have the support of Trump, who heaped praise on her. That clearly put her in the good graces of her House GOP colleagues and some Republican donors. In fact, Greene announced in early April 2021 that she raised an extraordinary $3.2 million in campaign donations in the first quarter of the year—a record amount for a House freshman in an off-year election quarter—with 98 percent of the donations coming in at less than $200. The astonishing cash haul was evidence of the level of extremism many Republicans have embraced. “…I have been the most attacked freshman member of Congress in history,” Greene tweeted in announcing her fundraising success. “The political ruling class fears the people because it’s the people that can take away what they love most. Power. Because it’s power that brings them everything else. I am one of the people and the people are with me, and I will always be with them. WE are just getting started!”11

It should have been obvious to every House Republican that Greene is a fringe figure who has no place in their party, but many feared voting against her would anger Trump and his millions of supporters. Brian Robinson, who advised Greene’s primary opponent, John Cowan, said Greene “is not representative of the national party” but “does represent a segment of the party. I would imagine though that next year in some competitive primaries, where candidates are seeking the support of the most conservative voters, that you will see some people trying to get her endorsement in the primary and then try to never mention it in the general.”12

On the Democratic side, many in the party neglected to denounce rioting that broke out in cities across the nation in the spring and summer of 2020 and also seemed to condone the Defund the Police movement—a movement based on demonization of police departments by the far left. This illustrates how many elected officials in both parties refused to risk alienating their extremist fringes.

Further, Democratic officials in several cities shifted funds needed by law enforcement to protect communities into social programs of unproven value in enhancing public safety. New York City mayor Bill de Blasio and the city council agreed in June to cut about $1 billion from the city’s $6 billion police operating budget.13 Los Angeles followed suit in November with a $150 million budget cut for its police department.14 Overall, twenty-four of the fifty largest cities in the U.S. cut their police budgets for 2021, Bloomberg News reported in January 2021, although in some cases cuts came as the result of overall city budget reductions due to the coronavirus pandemic. Police budget reductions that Bloomberg News reported included an 11.2 percent cut in Seattle, 33.2 percent in Austin, 14.8 percent in Minneapolis, and 8.8 percent in Denver.15

The Defund the Police movement grew out of understandable anger over the May 25, 2020, death of George Floyd, a Black man killed as he lay on the ground handcuffed and not resisting arrest while White Minneapolis police officer Derek Chauvin knelt on his neck for over nine minutes.16 Chauvin was fired and eventually convicted in April 2021 of second-degree murder, third-degree murder, and second-degree manslaughter for his crime. Three other officers were charged with aiding and abetting second-degree murder and second-degree manslaughter in Floyd’s death, which was captured on video. The Minneapolis City Council voted unanimously in March 2021 to approve a $27 million civil settlement with Floyd’s family over his killing. Minneapolis mayor Jacob Frey said the murder of Floyd caused a “century-in-the-making reckoning around racial justice that struck Minneapolis like a thunderbolt” and reverberated around the world.17 Cell-phone and body camera footage of Floyd’s murder made it impossible for officers to convince anyone he died under different circumstances, as they initially tried to do, and has sometimes happened in other police-involved killings in which officers were never charged or acquitted of criminal charges.

An estimated 15 to 26 million people joined in protests around the U.S. against Floyd’s murder and against police killings of other Black people as well, calling for racial justice. The protests, under the slogan “Black Lives Matter,” peaked on June 6 when they were held in 550 places across the U.S.18 Most protesters were nonviolent and most were not members of the radical Black Lives Matter group, but simply adopted the slogan. A minority of people turning up at the protests engaged in rioting and looting, set stores and cars on fire, and attacked police in some cities. Some of the biggest protests and worst rioting took place in Minneapolis; New York City; Portland, Oregon (lasting for a hundred consecutive nights); Washington; Chicago; Kenosha, Wisconsin (where a seventeen-year-old White youth was charged with killing two protesters); Philadelphia; and Rochester, New York.19 Police were accused by some on the right of not doing enough to stop the rioting, and by others on the left of responding too aggressively and violently.

The protests and rioting that broke out after Floyd was killed were about far more than the tragic and unwarranted death of one man in police custody. They were a reaction to hundreds of years of racism that began when the first African slaves were brought to America in chains in 1619, the immoral and barbaric enslavement of Black people that continued until the end of the Civil War in 1865, and the systemic racism and discrimination that followed and still lingers today, although in diminished form.

The protests and riots were also a reaction to the big gaps that still divide Black and White Americans—in earnings, family wealth, educational attainment, homeownership, imprisonment, unemployment, and by other measures. As a group, Blacks are worse off than Whites in all these areas, although some African Americans have reached the pinnacle of wealth, education, and professional success—most notably Barack Obama, who was elected and reelected as president of the United States and has become a multimillionaire since leaving office. We will discuss the urgent need to rectify these many centuries of discrimination later in this book, along with ways to bring Americans of all ethnicities together as one united people.

The riot sparked by Trump at the U.S. Capitol was a much more serious problem than the riots in many American cities months earlier, because the attack on the Capitol was an attack on our democracy. We understand the concerns of those on the right who believe that those on the left have, when it has suited them, been willing to put our democratic values and public safety at risk for political purposes. We endanger the very foundations of our society if we condemn only the violence and lawbreaking committed by our political opponents, but fail to condemn it when committed by our political allies. Without question, the rioting and violence in our cities and in the Capitol were both wrong. But the lawless mob that invaded our Capitol put our democracy in jeopardy.

The murder rate rose following police budget cuts and new restraints on the ability of police to protect their communities after the spring and summer urban riots. Some experts said the COVID-19 pandemic also played a role in boosting the murder rate, while reducing some other crimes because people were spending more time at home. The Washington Post reported that in 2020 the U.S. “has experienced the largest single one-year increase in homicides since the country started keeping such records in the 20th century, according to crime data and criminologists.”20 The Post said on the last day of 2020 that the U.S. experienced a 20.9 percent increase in killings for the first nine months of the year. The newspaper quoted University of Missouri criminologist Richard B. Rosenfeld as saying that “the increase tends to occur in nearly every city at the very end of May and the first day in June,” shortly after George Floyd was killed. “During a period of widespread intense protest against police violence, it’s fair to suppose that police legitimacy deteriorates, especially in those communities that have always had a fraught relationship with police,” Rosenfeld said. “That simply widens the space for so-called street justice to take hold, and my own view is that is a part of what we are seeing.”

Vox reporter German Lopez pointed out that “The surge [in murders] is from a relatively low baseline. It comes after decades of drops in murders and crime more broadly in the US, and the total number of murders is still far lower than it was for much of the 1990s and before. But that’s one reason the surge is alarming…”21

Updating the impact of the Defund the Police movement, Fox News reported in April 2021 that it analyzed the impact of shifting funds from police departments to social services programs, as some cities have done. Fox said it found that “such cuts have led some departments to lay off officers, cancel recruiting classes, or retreat from hiring goals. As police departments were left to make do with shrunken budgets and less support, some big cities have seen sometimes drastic upticks in murders and other violent crimes.”22

Fox reported the following statistics to illustrate the impact of police budget cuts: In Portland, Oregon, where the police budget was cut by $16 million in July 2020, homicides rose by almost 271 percent between then and February 2021 compared with the same period a year earlier. In New York City, murders rose almost 12 percent and shootings rose 40 percent from January 1, 2021, to March 21, 2021, compared with the same period a year earlier, after the city cut $1 billion from the police budget. In Los Angeles—where the city council cut $150 million from the police budget—homicides rose 38 percent in 2020 and 28 percent in 2021 as of March 13, while rapes and robberies decreased. In Minneapolis, where the police budget was cut in July 2020, homicides rose 49 percent between July 22, 2020, and March 28, 2021. Total violent crime in Minneapolis over the same period rose 22 percent from the same period a year before, hitting 3,692 crimes.

The spike in crime in many cities prompted a backlash against announced police budget cuts. In Minneapolis, for example, the city council voted in February 2021 to reverse plans to cut the police budget and instead added $6.4 million in funding to hire dozens of additional officers. Many officers quit, retired early, or remained on leave following the George Floyd killing, leaving the department with two hundred fewer officers available to work than in most recent years. Since Floyd’s death, “some residents have begged city leaders to hire additional officers, saying they’re waiting longer for responses to emergency calls amid a dramatic uptick in violent crime,” the Minneapolis Star Tribune reported.23 There were reports of deliberate police slowdowns in some cities in response to what officers perceived as lack of community support.

In addition, Texas Republican governor Greg Abbott called on the state legislature in late January 2021 to bar cities from cutting their police budgets, in reaction to the city of Austin slashing its police budget by about a third. “Texas is a law-and-order state, and we are going to keep it that way,” Abbott said.24 On a national level, Attorney General Merrick Garland used the Senate confirmation hearing on his nomination to make clear where he and President Biden stand on the issue. “President Biden has said he does not support defunding the police and neither do I,” Garland said in February 2021.25

While any fair-minded person would acknowledge that systemic racism has afflicted America since colonial times, when slavery denied African Americans all human rights, it’s simply inaccurate to portray the vast majority of police officers today as racist criminals. A small percentage of officers are clearly guilty of wrongdoing and should be prosecuted to the fullest extent the law allows, but the vast majority do a good job protecting people of all races in the communities they serve.

The truth is that while cities should weed out the bad cops and eliminate unnecessary use of force by police, defunding the police hurts Black Americans far more than Whites, because Blacks are far more often the victims of crime. For example, while Black people made up about 13 percent of the U.S. population in 2019, they accounted for 53 percent of murder victims in the nation that year. A total of 7,484 of the 13,987 people murdered in the nation were Black that year.26

In USA Today in July 2020, Heather Mac Donald of the Manhattan Institute wrote that “The African American community tends to be policed more heavily because that is where people are disproportionately hurt by violent street crime…. Nationally, African Americans between the ages of 10 and 34 died from homicide at 13 times the rate of white Americans, according to researchers from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and the Justice Department.”27 Mac Donald added: “Though they also want improved quality of policing, the percentage of Black respondents in a 2015 Gallup poll who wanted more police in their community was more than twice as high as the percentage of white respondents who said the same.”

Wall Street Journal columnist Jason Riley, who is Black, wrote in February 2021 that we should “stop pretending that policing is a bigger problem than violent crime in poor black neighborhoods. In 2019, there were 492 homicides in Chicago, according to the Sun-Times, and only three of them involved police.”28

No American of any race should be mistreated by police. But at the same time, no American should be victimized by crime. Yet increased crime is the inevitable result of programs that defund and demonize police, because defunding makes the police less effective in protecting us all. All Americans want to be safe. So, from a political as well as a public policy point of view, Democrats need to take a position as the pro–public safety party if they want to avoid major election defeats. We need improved policing and an end to police brutality—not less policing. Republicans shouldn’t attack legitimate police reforms as “defunding the police.”

At the same time, Democrats and Republicans need to acknowledge that crime is far from the only issue facing African Americans. Black people also deserve far more from the government to help them close the gaping prosperity gap with Whites. We must provide increased funding for improved schools in low-income neighborhoods, improved and expanded job training programs, more and larger college scholarships, expanded low-income housing programs, improved health care, and more. Importantly, this additional funding and assistance should not be focused on race. It should instead focus on helping people who need help the most, such as those living in poverty, the unemployed, and those with low levels of educational attainment.

Since Black people are disproportionately represented in all categories of disadvantaged Americans, targeting assistance based on need will disproportionately benefit them. At the same time, targeting assistance based on need will not leave out people of other races equally deserving of government assistance. Basing assistance strictly on race only breeds resentment and further divides Americans—the opposite of what needs to happen.

In addition, if we are to ever succeed in reunifying the American people, Republican and Democratic elected officials must do the right thing and hold their own supporters accountable for their actions—especially actions that result in violence. That means more Republicans in Congress should have condemned Trump and voted to impeach and convict him for undermining our democracy with his obstinate refusal to admit Biden defeated him in a free and fair election, and for inciting the riot at the Capitol. It also means far more Republicans should have joined Democrats in stripping Marjorie Taylor Greene of her House committee assignments. And it means Democratic officeholders should not have been reluctant to condemn the Antifa movement rioters who burned and looted stores and engaged in other instances of violence and lawbreaking in many American cities in the spring and summer of 2020.

The polarization dividing the American people has not been as severe as it is today since the Civil War.29 We must work to tamp down the flames of this dangerous division and not allow it to grow if we want to ensure the survival of the United States as a united and democratic nation.

HOW DID WE BECOME SO DIVIDED?

Throughout much of the twentieth century, the Democratic Party was center-left and the Republican Party was center-right. There were moderate and even conservative Democrats (many from the South) holding local, state, and national office. There were moderate and even liberal Republicans (such as Senator Jacob Javits of New York) in office as well. In addition, some conservatives were elected from liberal states (such as Conservative Party senator James Buckley in New York) and some liberals were elected from conservative states (Democratic senator George McGovern in South Dakota). We had “big tent” parties able to accommodate ideological diversity, each anchored in the sensible center.

Times have changed. Today, the Democratic Party has moved further left, and the Republican Party has moved further right than ever before, widening the divide between them. Views that were once considered beyond the pale—such as the embrace of socialism and the Defund the Police movement on the left, and conspiracy theories about the Deep State and voter fraud on the right—have now entered the mainstream of each party. Democratic liberals and Republican conservatives who rose to leadership positions in government in earlier generations would in many cases be too moderate to win a primary within their own party today. Ideological purity and rigidity are now praised in both parties as strength, while a willingness to compromise is attacked as weakness. Instead of treating political opponents as adversaries to be respected, millions of Americans now view them as enemies to be despised.

In his speech nominating President Barack Obama for a second term at the 2012 Democratic National Convention, former president Bill Clinton said that “though I often disagree with Republicans, I actually never learned to hate them.”30 Clinton then gave a realistic assessment of the need to compromise and work with political opponents: “When times are tough and people are frustrated and angry and hurting and uncertain, the politics of constant conflict may be good. But what is good politics does not necessarily work in the real world. What works in the real world is cooperation.” Political combat has escalated to the point that working with opponents to enact legislation is no longer an accepted practice by the most extreme partisan lawmakers and their followers.

Writing in the New York Times in April 2021, Nate Cohn described the animosity between Democrats and Republicans as “sectarianism”—a term usually used to describe animosity between different religions or sects within religions. “The two political parties see the other as an enemy,” Cohn wrote. “It’s an outlook that makes compromise impossible and encourages elected officials to violate norms in pursuit of an agenda or an electoral victory.” 31

When Henry Clay—who served as Speaker of the House, a senator, and secretary of state—was called “the Great Compromiser” for landmark legislation he shepherded to enactment in the first half of the nineteenth century, the title was considered a compliment, although he also faced his share of critics.32 Today many would consider the title an insult and it could be hurled against a candidate by a primary opponent in a thirty-second TV attack ad. This rejection of compromise by far too many citizens and elected officials must change. It is emblematic of the inability of our government to deal effectively with many of the enormous challenges America faces today.

Without compromise, little gets accomplished. This is illustrated by Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez’s failure to achieve anything legislatively in Congress. A survey issued in March 2021 by the Center for Effective Lawmaking, which is run by the University of Virginia and Vanderbilt University, found that none of the twenty-one substantive bills Ocasio-Cortez introduced in the House in the 2019–2021 session became law, or were even acted on in a committee. As a result, the center ranked her as one of the least effective members of Congress—No. 230 out of 240 Democratic House members.

The New York Post reported that a “Democratic insider” said of Ocasio-Cortez that “legislation was never her focus. It was media and narrative.” The newspaper quoted another Democrat it did not identify as saying: “Tweeting is easy, governing is hard. You need to have friends. You need to understand the committee process, you need to be willing to make sacrifices. Her first day in Congress… she decided to protest outside Nancy Pelosi’s office.”33 Protest movements have a long and important history in the United States, with many of the successful ones resulting in the enactment of new laws. But the American people have always expected lawmakers to use their posts to actually make new laws or change old ones, not simply to protest in demonstrations, in news media appearances, or more recently on social media.

Right now, America is at a crossroads: We can follow the path of “the Great Compromiser” Clay and heed President Biden’s call in his inaugural address to end our “uncivil war,” or we can follow the path of those on the far left and the far right who refuse to compromise. If we take this second path, we will remain divided into two Americas—hating, attacking, and demonizing those who differ with us politically and seeing our government paralyzed by partisan gridlock. The future of our country and our democracy depends on which path we follow.

Biden’s call for unity in his inaugural address was inspiring. Yet as of August 13, 2021, he had signed fifty-four executive orders and thirty presidential memoranda directing federal agencies to take or stop an action involving public policy or management. The orders and memoranda have the same effect, but the memoranda are not required to be published and the president does not have to issue a budgetary impact statement.34 “As a practical matter, the memorandum is now being used as the equivalent of an executive order, but without meeting the legal requirements for an executive order,” Portland State University professor Phillip. J. Cooper wrote in his 2014 book, By Order of the President: The Use and Abuse of Executive Direct Action.35 Since the executive orders and memoranda do not require approval by Congress, they enable the president to take action unilaterally. This eliminates any need for the president to seek bipartisan compromise from Congress or even approval from lawmakers in his own party, giving presidents a way to do an end-run around Congress to take action.

Aside from allowing presidents to act without ending what Biden called “our uncivil war,” the executive orders and memoranda have less lasting power than laws. They can be overturned by the president who issues them and by any subsequent president—unlike laws that can only be repealed by Congress, or overturned by the courts if found to be unconstitutional. More than 13,700 executive orders have been issued by presidents since George Washington took office in 1789, according to the American Bar Association.36 While they are an effective way of breaking gridlock, they hardly promote bipartisan (or even intraparty) unity and are, by definition, anti-democratic. America’s founders created Congress and the federal court system in the Constitution because they wanted a system of checks and balances to limit the power of the president. All-powerful kings and dictators rule by decree; presidents should work with Congress to enact laws. We’re not advocating eliminating executive orders and memoranda, but we’d like to see them used far less frequently by presidents of both parties.

In another move to act without getting Republican support, Biden won congressional approval for his $1.9 trillion coronavirus response and economic stimulus bill early in his term with only Democratic votes. The budget measure was passed under a seldom-used process called reconciliation, meaning it needed only a simple majority of 51 votes rather than the 60 votes required to stop a filibuster.37 With fifty Democrats in the Senate and Vice President Kamala Harris able to vote to break ties, this gave Democrats a way around the filibuster and removed the need to compromise with Republicans.

Yet in fairness to Biden’s moves to get around Republican opposition, the GOP seemed more interested in obstructing his legislative proposals than working out compromise measures with him and Democrats in early 2021. Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell of Kentucky made this clear when the Senate’s top Republican said in May 2021: “One hundred percent of my focus is on stopping this new administration.”38 Compromise requires both sides to make concessions, but this willingness was lacking among both Democrats and Republicans in Washington.

Properly used, the filibuster can be an important tool to encourage the Senate to support centrist bipartisan compromise legislation and add stability to our laws. If far-left or far-right legislation is approved by a bare majority of 51 votes with support of only one party, it might be repealed after the next election if party control of the Senate shifts. However, legislation approved by a bipartisan majority of 60 or more is far more likely to be more acceptable to the minority party and be left in place when the minority party becomes the majority party, as will inevitably happen at some point.

It is unlikely that extremist legislation can win the support of 60 senators. Even when one party holds 60 or more seats, a majority of that size is likely to have members with a range of positions—from moderate to very conservative on the Republican side, and from moderate to very progressive on the Democratic side. When neither party holds 60 seats or more, an extremist proposal stands almost no chance of approval. As Senator Joe Manchin (D-WV) said in 2019, the filibuster gives the minority party “the ability to stop crazy stuff.”39 The 60-vote requirement of the filibuster always frustrates the majority party because it keeps members of that party from accomplishing all they want. But the requirement is always treasured by the minority party. Since Democrats and Republicans are each in the majority and in the minority at different times, it’s not surprising that the views of some people on the filibuster change. When he was in office, President Trump urged then-Senate Majority Leader McConnell to get rid of the filibuster to push the Trump agenda through the Senate. McConnell refused, knowing his party would be in the minority in the future, as happened in 2021.

When Democrats captured control of the Senate in the 2020 election by the slimmest possible margin, many clamored to abolish the filibuster. Since no Republicans were likely to vote to get rid of the filibuster and reduce their party’s power, abolishing the filibuster could only take place if every Democratic senator and Vice President Harris voted for the change. That doesn’t look like it will happen. Senator Kyrsten Sinema (D-AZ) and Senator Manchin have both opposed ending the filibuster, and other Democrats have indicated reluctance to end it. In fact, the Washington Post reported in March 2021 that only about 20 percent of Senate Democrats are committed to eliminating the filibuster, which has been around since 1805.40

In an op-ed published in the Washington Post in April 2021, Manchin stated unequivocally that he will never vote to abolish the 60-vote requirement. “The filibuster is a critical tool to protecting that input and our democratic form of government,” Manchin wrote. “That is why I have said it before and will say it again to remove any shred of doubt: There is no circumstance in which I will vote to eliminate or weaken the filibuster.”41

Manchin indicated in interviews with NBC and Fox News in March 2021 that he might be open to requiring what is called a “talking filibuster,” in which a filibuster could last only for as long as members stayed on the Senate floor and kept speaking.42 Manchin co-sponsored a Senate rule change in 2011 that would have “required that Senators who wish to filibuster a bill must actually take the floor and make remarks,” a news release from his office said, but the measure failed.43 Currently, a single senator need only refuse to join in giving unanimous consent to having a bill voted on by the Senate to trigger the requirement for a 60-vote supermajority needed to pass a bill under filibuster rules. Importantly, President Biden has also said he supports bringing back the “talking filibuster.”

We agree with Manchin on the need to preserve the filibuster to encourage bipartisan compromises in the Senate, and we favor requiring the “talking” form of the filibuster to make it harder to invoke so it is used less frequently. The filibuster should work like the airbag in your car—something deployed under urgent circumstances, but only in rare cases. This was true in the past, but no longer. Senate records show that from the 1917–1918 session through the 1969–1970 session, votes were held to end filibusters anywhere from zero to seven times per session. The number of votes to end filibusters then increased markedly, peaking at 298 times in the 2019–2020 session.44

Unwillingness to compromise by members of both parties is a disturbing sign of how dysfunctional our politics and our government have become. The inspiring words of the Pledge of Allegiance—that America is “one nation, under God, indivisible”— are sadly no longer true. We have become two nations, deeply divided—not just in Congress and in political campaigns, but in our everyday lives. The left and right inhabit separate bubbles, not talking to each other, not interacting. In some cases friendships are breaking up, parents and their adult children are facing strained relationships, and couples are divorcing over political disagreements.

In addition, more and more often, Republicans and Democrats are quite literally living apart. For example, the Wall Street Journal reported in November 2020: “If it seems like political divisions have sharpened in recent years, it may be because an increasing number of Americans are living in red and blue bubbles. Surveys from Pew Research Center have found ‘ideological silos’ now common on both the left and right, and ‘consistently’ conservative and liberal Americans are more likely than ideologically mixed Americans to say it is important to them to live in a place where most people share their political views.”45

And in an earlier Wall Street Journal article, the newspaper reported in September 2019: “Republicans and Democrats not only represent different kinds of places. They represent two very different slices of the American economy. In Democratic House districts, college degrees and professional jobs are plentiful—and the economy is thriving…. Republican House districts hold a growing share of jobs in low-skill manufacturing, agriculture, and mining—sectors that often do not require college degrees and which offer lower pay.”46

The physical separation between Democrats and Republicans is combined with a drop in friendships, romantic relationships, and family ties bridging the political divide. NPR reported in October 2020: “Jocelyn Kiley, associate director of research at the Pew Research Center, said political polarization is more intense now than at any point in modern history. Nearly 80% of Americans now have ‘just a few’ or no friends at all across the aisle, according to Pew. And the animosity goes both ways.” A poll by the Public Religion Research Institute shows about 80 percent of Republicans believe the Democratic Party has been taken over by socialists, while about 80 percent of Democrats believe the Republican Party has been taken over by racists.47


TWO DIFFERENT MEDIA ECOSYSTEMS

Similarly, New York magazine reported in 2018: “Many people with divergent [political] perspectives from their partners have not been able to make it work in the Trump era. A Reuters/Ipsos poll completed in early 2017 found that in the months following Trump’s election win, 13 percent of 6,426 participants had cut ties with a friend or family member over political differences. This past summer, another survey of 1,000 people found that a third declared the same.”48

One cause of this estrangement is that Americans on the right and on the left are inhabiting two different information ecosystems. Left-wing and right-wing media present very different versions of reality as a result of their story selection, presentation, and commentary. Consumers of right-wing media, for example, were led to believe that a Deep State—a secret cabal of sinister government bureaucrats—was trying to frame Trump with false accusations and that Trump was the victim of massive voter fraud in the 2020 election. Consumers of left-wing media were led to believe the exact opposite. There is no longer a shared reality we can all agree exists.

While Trump was president, Democrats tuned in to MSNBC and CNN. The two cable networks both aired frequent attacks against Trump and dropped any pretense of objective news reporting, becoming left-wing alternatives to the right-wing Fox News. CNN had once prided itself in being a straight news organization and claimed to be “the most trusted name in news,” although polling did not back up that boast.49 But CNN found ratings success by becoming the anti-Trump network, devoting increasing amounts of time to partisan rants by anchors excoriating Trump.50 Fox News experienced great success with conservatives, but toward the end of Trump’s term, the even more pro-Trump Newsmax and One America News Network (OAN) saw big jumps in viewership. Conservative and liberal news websites both grew in popularity over Trump’s term, with people seeking out news from sources that reinforced their worldviews.

Polarization between Americans on the left and right accelerated during the 2016 election campaign and has kept growing ever since, reaching new heights in the 2020 campaign and its aftermath.

Democrats began an opposition movement to Donald Trump as soon as he won the 2016 presidential election—more than two months before he took office. We saw massive demonstrations around the nation denouncing him on January 21, 2017—just one day after he was inaugurated. The Women’s March in Washington and at least 652 other locations around the nation protesting Trump attracted somewhere between 3.3 and 5.2 million people. An analysis published by the Washington Post called it “likely the largest single-day demonstration in U.S. history” up to that point.51 Radical leftists seized control of the leadership of the marches, with anti-Semites, socialists, and others far out of the American mainstream taking prominent roles.

Trump opponents called themselves “the resistance”—the same name freedom fighters in Europe used when battling Nazi Germany during World War II. The implication was none too subtle: In the eyes of the left, Trump and his supporters were the embodiment of evil. The resistance took heart when Special Counsel Robert Mueller and a small army of prosecutors and FBI agents spent from May 2017 to March 2019 investigating allegations that Trump and his 2016 election campaign colluded with Russia to defeat Democratic presidential candidate Hillary Clinton. However, the Mueller probe ended by concluding there wasn’t sufficient evidence to charge Trump or his campaign with conspiracy and said that, as a sitting president, Trump could not be charged with obstructing justice under Justice Department guidelines. Democrats were outraged. Republicans were thrilled. Americans remained divided as ever.

The Democratic-controlled House of Representatives impeached Trump in early 2020 on charges of obstruction of justice and abuse of power in connection with his call pressuring the president of Ukraine to provide damaging information about Democratic presidential candidate and former vice president Biden. Trump was acquitted in a Senate trial, thanks to Republicans standing behind him in partisan solidarity. The only Republican voting to convict the president was Senator Mitt Romney of Utah, the unsuccessful GOP presidential nominee in 2012.52

On the Republican side, Trump devoted his presidency to catering to his far-right base. He made little effort to appeal to moderates and virtually no effort to appeal to progressives. He stoked divisions on an almost daily basis with angry tweets and verbal tirades against his opponents. He attacked the news media and freedom of the press. Instead of trying to work with Democrats in Congress, Trump blasted and insulted them, calling House Speaker Pelosi “Crazy Nancy” and then-Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer (D-NY) “Cryin’ Chuck.”53 And Trump couldn’t accept criticism or ever say he made a mistake. He brushed off even the most legitimate attacks against him as lies and “fake news.” He said he was “a very stable genius”54 and the greatest first-term president in American history.

INSURRECTION AT THE U.S. CAPITOL

The partisan feuding and fighting came to a head with an unprecedented attempted coup attempt staged against democracy itself to overturn Trump’s 2020 election loss. One part of the coup attempt was an attack on the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, when thousands of rioters stormed the building after they had been summoned to Washington by President Trump to demand Congress give him another four-year term in office—despite his clear election loss.55 Trump called the gathering the “Save America Rally,” tweeting: “Big protest in D.C. on January 6. Be there, will be wild!”56 At the rally near the White House, Trump lawyer Rudy Giuliani called for “trial by combat.”57

Trump had been saying for months that because he was so enormously popular and had accomplished so much, the only way he could possibly be defeated in his reelection bid would be if the election were rigged. His most fervent supporters believed this absurd claim as an article of faith. In a fiery seventy-minute speech to thousands of supporters at the rally, Republican Trump attacked his own vice president, Mike Pence, for refusing to block congressional recognition of Democrat Biden’s victory in the November election.58 Pence had no legal power to overturn the election result and stop Biden from becoming president, but Trump falsely claimed Pence could do so and stirred his supporters to a fever pitch of anger.

Denouncing his election defeat as the result of fraud (despite no evidence of that) carried out through complex and implausible conspiracies involving both Democratic and Republican state and local officials around the nation, Trump told his supporters: “Now it is up to Congress to confront this egregious assault on our democracy. And after this, we’re going to walk down, and I’ll be there with you…. We are going to the Capitol.”59 Trump added: “We will fight like hell, and if you don’t fight like hell, you’re not going to have a country anymore.” But as his adoring fans set off on their fateful march to the Capitol, Trump reneged on his pledge to go with them and instead went back to the White House to watch their attack unfold on TV.

The protesters who turned into rioters forced their way into the Capitol by breaking windows and doors and attacking badly outnumbered law enforcement officers. The rioters stormed the rotunda and eventually invaded the House and Senate chambers and much of the Capitol. President Trump watched this nightmare unfold on TV as if he were an ordinary citizen viewing an exciting show he had no control over, rather than acting like a leader with the power and responsibility to try to stop the attack.

After hours went by, the president finally responded to calls by aides to do something besides watching TV. He posted a video on Twitter in which he asked the mob to leave peacefully, yet still reiterated discredited conspiracy theories about the “stolen” election. In the video, Trump directed his remarks to the rioters and opened by saying: “I know your pain. I know you’re hurt. But you have to go home now.”60 The president added: “We have to have peace. So go home. We love you. You’re very special.” Twitter later deleted the video and joined with Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, and other social media platforms to ban Trump from further posts because of his inflammatory comments.

Five people died in the riot and about 140 law enforcement officers were injured.61 Four law enforcement officers later committed suicide.62 Congress reconvened once order was restored and certified the victory of Biden and Senator Kamala Harris of California—the first woman, first Black person, and first person of South Asian descent to serve as vice president. However, eight Republican senators and 139 GOP House members supported at least one objection to the Electoral College vote count in the early morning hours of January 7, 2021—just hours after the riot at the Capitol ended. Nevertheless, the will of the American voters was upheld and our democracy survived.

As bad as the Capitol assault was, it was just one part of President Trump’s efforts to stay in power. He also pressured officials in several states—including on a long phone call with Georgia officials that was recorded and later made public—to turn his election losses into victories. Trump ordered dozens of lawsuits filed on his behalf alleging voter fraud and all manner of irregularities, but state and federal courts—including the Supreme Court—tossed out his legally weak claims more than sixty times. And Trump allegedly considered firing the acting attorney general so he could use the Justice Department to help him stay in power.63

Fox News, Newsmax, and OAN amplified Trump’s lies, claiming that election fraud caused his defeat. When Fox finally acknowledged the reality of Trump’s loss, Trump attacked the network that had loyally promoted him and urged his followers to desert Fox for Newsmax and OAN. Many did—temporarily ending Fox’s reign as the most-watched cable TV network and sending Newsmax and OAN ratings soaring.64 Without any evidence, some Trump followers claimed Dominion Voting Systems had altered results from its voting machines to change millions of Trump votes to Biden votes. Dominion then filed a $1.3 billion defamation lawsuit against Trump attorney Sidney Powell in January 2021 in response to her making this claim in media appearances.65 Dominion filed a similar lawsuit against Trump lawyer Rudy Giuliani, also seeking more than $1.3 billion.66

In addition, Dominion sued MyPillow Chief Executive Mike Lindell as well for more than $1.3 billion in damages, saying he defamed the company with baseless claims of fraud carried out with its voting machines. In March 2021, Dominion filed a lawsuit seeking at least $1.6 billion in damages from Fox News, saying the cable news channel “recklessly disregarded the truth” and aired false accusations of election fraud against Dominion because “the lies were good for Fox’s business.” Fox, Powell, Giuliani, and Lindell all fought the lawsuits. A Fox spokesperson said the news channel was “proud” of its 2020 election coverage, calling it “in the highest tradition of American journalism.”67

In asking that the suit against her be thrown out, Powell’s attorneys argued that her claims of election fraud by Democrats—which she had referred to as “the greatest crime of the century if not the life of the world”—were so absurd that they should not be accepted as true. The attorneys said Powell’s statements were hyperbolic because they were part of a political campaign and “reasonable people would not accept such statements as fact but view them only as claims that await testing by the courts through the adversary process.”68 Yet, in fact, millions of loyal Trump supporters—including many of those who attacked the Capitol—sincerely believed the lies they were told by Powell, Giuliani, Lindell, and Trump himself on Fox News and elsewhere claiming that Trump actually was reelected.

On top of this, more than 4,000 lawyers signed an open letter attacking Trump’s baseless election fraud lawsuits, stating: “President Trump’s barrage of litigation is a pretext for a campaign to undermine public confidence in the outcome of the 2020 election, which inevitably will subvert constitutional democracy. Sadly, the President’s primary agents and enablers in this effort are lawyers, obligated by their oath and ethical rules to uphold the rule of law.” The letter called on “all lawyers and bar associations to publicly condemn this conduct [by Powell, Giuliani, and other Trump attorneys] and bar [association] disciplinary authorities to investigate it.”69

Dominion was not alone in filing a lawsuit regarding false media reports about vote tallies in the 2020 election. Smartmatic—a company that provided voting machine technology for Los Angeles County and foreign countries—filed a $2.7 billion defamation lawsuit on February 4, 2021, against Fox News, three of its TV opinion show hosts (Maria Bartiromo, Lou Dobbs, and Jeanine Pirro), and Trump attorneys Giuliani and Powell, accusing them of falsely saying the company fraudulently manipulated voting machines.70 Fox denied wrongdoing but canceled Dobbs’s long-running program on the Fox Business Channel the day after the lawsuit was filed.

All these developments show how far apart Americans on the right and left have grown over the Trump years in power. At the most extreme ends, many of the most fervent Trump supporters believe President Biden got to the Oval Office as the result of election fraud, and that he and Democrats are socialists or communists who want to destroy the free-enterprise system, destroy religious institutions, confiscate guns, impose crippling tax increases, and take away our fundamental freedoms. On the other end of the spectrum, many far-left Democrats believe Trump and Republicans are racists who hate minorities and immigrants, favor environmental policies that will result in a planetary catastrophe, want to replace public schools with private ones, break laws and take unconstitutional actions as they please, and are focused on imposing policies to benefit the richest Americans and themselves.

Both these opposing views are exaggerated. But even in toned-down form, these differing perceptions of reality illustrate the depth of the division today between neighbors, coworkers, and even within families. The truth is that, despite the name of our country, the people of the United States are far from united in these tumultuous times. The left and the right share the blame for this deep division.

Americans have never been united by a single religious faith, ethnic heritage, or race. With the exception of Native Americans, we are a nation of immigrants from every corner of the world, whether our ancestors arrived on U.S. shores hundreds of years ago or we arrived only recently. But we have been united throughout most of our history by a Big Idea—an idea that has made it possible for our extraordinarily diverse nation to become what our Latin motto e pluribus unum says we are—“out of many, one.” The Big Idea is a civic faith that has become America’s secular religion: a faith in democracy and the values it enshrines. A faith that we can cast ballots for candidates of our choice, that those ballots will be counted fairly and accurately, and that we will be governed by men and women we select to lead us at the local, state, and national level. A faith in the stirring words of the Declaration of Independence: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.— That to secure these rights, Government are instituted among Men, deriving their just power from the consent of the governed.”71

Polling shows that a large majority of Americans—85 percent—believe that our nation’s founding ideals are freedom, equality, and self-governance and 73 percent believe these ideas provide a good foundation for bringing people together and unifying the nation, pollster Scott Rasmussen reported in March 2021. But only 53 percent of voters think most Americans believe in those ideals, Rasmussen found. And only 34 percent of voters believe the federal government supports those ideals—a sign of disillusionment and distrust in government. Rasmussen said this is consistent with other polling showing that 59 percent of voters view the federal government as a special interest group that primarily looks out for its own interests. Rasmussen said Democrats and Republicans hold markedly different views on these issues. While 57 percent of Republicans believe the federal government doesn’t support America’s founding ideals, 49 percent of independents and only 24 percent of Democrats hold this view. Rasmussen said the negative views by Republicans are due in part to the fact that the Democrat Biden is president.72

Free and fair elections are the centerpiece of self-governance and democracy. In authoritarian states like Russia and China, elections are a sham, with the ruling party deciding who can run and making sure the candidate the party favors wins.

In Russia, for example, President Vladimir Putin won’t let term limits written into law stand in the way of his continued rule with an iron fist. He has been Russia’s unquestioned ruler since 2000, including a stint as prime minister from 2008 to 2012 when he switched jobs with Dmitry Medvedev to get around term limits. In April 2021 Putin signed a bill into law altering term limits and allowing him to continue as president if he is reelected in 2024 and 2030 until 2036.73 It’s a safe bet that Putin will be reelected if he runs again. Russian officials claimed Putin won a landslide victory with 76 percent of the vote in 2018, while his nearest competitor in a multicandidate field allegedly got only 12 percent. The main opposition leader, now-imprisoned Alexei Navalny, was barred from even running. The BBC reported: “Video recordings from polling stations showed irregularities in a number of towns and cities across Russia. Several showed election officials stuffing boxes with ballot papers…. During polling day, independent election monitoring group Golos reported hundreds of irregularities.”74

Chinese president Xi Jinping won an even more lopsided victory than Putin when his nation’s rubber-stamp parliament, the National People’s Congress, voted 2,959–2 (with three abstentions) to remove the two-term limit on the presidency in 2018, effectively allowing Xi to remain president for life.75

Every election—whether free and fair like those in the U.S. or rigged like in Russia and China—produces one winner and one or more losers. We have both labored long and hard for outstanding political candidates who lost their races, and we know from personal experience that losing isn’t easy—especially for the unsuccessful candidates themselves. Intense and painful feelings of rejection and dejection are common and understandable. Yet until now, every losing U.S. presidential candidate and the vast majority of losing candidates for lower-level offices have faced the grim reality of defeat, conceded, and wished the winning candidate well. The losers have understood they had a patriotic duty to do this. But, unlike past unsuccessful presidential candidates, Donald Trump has never conceded defeat. “We will never give up, we will never concede,” Trump told his supporters at the rally near the White House shortly before they invaded the Capitol and launched their riot.76 All signs point to him sticking to this pledge.

With his incessant attacks on the fairness of our elections and unsubstantiated claims of voter fraud and rigged election results over many months, Trump attacked not just Joe Biden or imagined Republican as well as Democratic supposed conspirators he believed were opposed to his reelection. The Republican president attacked democracy itself. And he wants us to believe that all the institutions of all levels of government around the country, including those controlled by Republicans, worked together not to keep the sitting leader in power—as has happened in Russia and China—but to remove him. This is simply not credible.

The truth is that Trump attempted to mount a coup to stay in power. He was stopped by honest judges in courts across the nation, along with elected and appointed government officials from both political parties who stood up for the rule of law. By their actions, they upheld the vow of President Abraham Lincoln in the Gettysburg Address, delivered during the Civil War, when he said that “government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.”77


A PATH FORWARD

We have written this book to lay out a path forward from the abyss that nearly swallowed our democracy, threatening to replace “government of the people, by the people” with authoritarian rule. The fate of our nation hangs in the balance. Our democracy must be saved before it is too late.

Biden made it clear in his first speech as president of the United States that he clearly understands the need for the American people to renew our faith in democracy. In his inaugural address he said: “Today we celebrate the triumph not of a candidate, but of a cause, the cause of democracy.”78

The attempted coup Trump ignited, culminating in the horrific mob attack on the Capitol that turned into an insurrection to stop Congress from counting the electoral votes, sealed his defeat. To stop this from ever happening again, Americans must come together to support a Great Awakening of our civic faith in American democracy, comparable to the religious revival known as the Great Awakening that swept the British colonies in America in the 1730s and 1740s.

The late New York Democratic governor Mario Cuomo called Election Day democracy’s “high holy day.” He recognized the importance of democracy as our civic religion. Whether we are Democrats, Republicans, or independents, we must all agree on the urgent need to restore our faith in American democracy or risk the almost unthinkable prospect of having our cherished rights and freedoms replaced by dictatorial rule and tyranny. And we must view ourselves as co-religionists with a shared faith in democracy. Sure, Americans have disagreements with each other on many issues. But we must not differ from each other in our fundamental belief in our system of government and in our Constitution, which functions as our civic Bible. Adopting this view leads us to look at political opponents as adversaries but not enemies, and supports the traditional view that politics is the art of compromise.

The goal of those on the left and those on the right should be to forge cooperation with our fellow Americans to solve the problems facing our nation. If we do this, we can accomplish great things. Democracy, after all, is what made America great in the first place and what will keep America great—as long as we preserve it. But if our goal is confrontation rather than cooperation, fostering demonization and hatred of our opponents—and destroying democracy if necessary to keep our side in power—we are doomed to division and failure. Before Democratic pollster and political consultant Pat Caddell—our longtime friend and colleague—died in 2019, he said that the United States was in a “pre-revolutionary moment.” Had he lived to witness the divisions of today, we believe he would have called this a “revolutionary moment.” He would have been right.

We are not alarmists, nor have we ever been alarmist in our decades working as political consultants. However, the insurrection at the Capitol by Trump supporters showed us that the very foundation of our democracy is in danger today. September 11, 2001, sounded an alarm bell showing us that foreign terrorists could attack us in our homeland. January 6, 2021, must sound an alarm bell to show us we are vulnerable to domestic terrorists who masquerade as patriots. Just as the threat of international terrorism didn’t disappear after the September 11 attacks on America, the threat of domestic terrorism didn’t disappear after the January 6 attack on our Capitol. The attack has deep roots going back decades.

We must learn from history. The danger to our democratic system of government didn’t begin with Donald Trump. Trump was a symptom, not the catalyst, of the ailments that have crippled our nation. Democrats and Republicans have both contributed to this crisis that has been brewing for decades. If we simply blame Trump for all of our country’s current problems, we will be overlooking the very real, worsening, and systemic threats America faces from extremists in both political parties.

Most Americans had lost faith in the American Dream long before Trump descended the escalator at Trump Tower to announce his presidential bid in June 2015. Poll after poll shows that approval ratings for the federal government were at all-time lows, even though most voters usually cast ballots to reelect their own representatives and senators in the House and Senate. In a 2007 study that our firm conducted for the Aspen Institute, we found that only one in four Americans believed that the American Dream was still “alive and well,” with 90 percent of Americans agreeing that the American Dream is harder to achieve than ever before. Further, in a 2010 study that our firm conducted of 1,000 likely voters, 68 percent of Americans felt that politicians did not care about their interests. And a shocking 2011 Rasmussen Reports poll revealed that 69 percent of Americans believed that the government no longer had the consent of the governed.79 In 2014, two-thirds of Americans felt that the government was too large and powerful, according to a Gallup poll.80

The following issues, discussed at length in this book, are the most dangerous forces corroding the foundations of American democracy:


	A political class that has lost touch with mainstream America

	Public loss of trust in the institutions of democracy

	The rise and mobilization of extremism on the right and left threatening violence

	The rise of social media, websites, and cable TV news that splinters audiences and creates alternate realities

	Inequality of opportunity that creates a two-tiered society of haves and have-nots

	Anti-democratic regimes ruling China and Russia that threaten freedom around the world




THE OUT-OF-TOUCH POLITICAL CLASS

Self-preservation is one of the most powerful drivers of all human behavior. Politicians are driven by this just as we all are. Any candidate who wants to win an election must raise money (unless he or she is wealthy and can self-fund) and win the support of special-interest groups to be competitive. As a result, candidates and their staffs pay far more attention to people and groups that can help them get elected with funding, volunteers, endorsements, and other forms of support than they do to ordinary citizens. This has a profound impact on the actions politicians take, and the impact is not good.

“Power is the ultimate aphrodisiac,” former secretary of state Henry Kissinger said, and he was right.81 The lure of power draws people to seek elective office, often with the best of motives to improve the lives of their constituents. But because exercising power brings such gratification to elected officials and would-be officials, all too often they alter their behavior and positions on issues to support the interests of the donors and groups they need to get and hold onto power, rather than supporting the public interest.

On the national level, members of the U.S. House of Representatives and Senate live in a rarefied atmosphere. Unlike the rest of us, they don’t just have to follow the law—they can change laws and write new ones. They can spend billions of dollars in taxpayer funds on programs and projects. Their reality is made up of government-funded staff members at their beck and call, government-funded travel, reporters publicizing their actions and views, crowds cheering at campaign rallies, and lobbyists currying their favor for support of legislation. This is heady stuff that would make anyone feel special, important, and powerful. All this is even truer for the president and vice president. So elected officials want to hang onto the power and prestige of their offices by keeping their approval ratings in polls high and planning year-round for their next election campaigns. This is particularly true for House members, whose terms last only two years.

Elected officials live in a world apart from average American. They regularly interact with each other and are often insulated from the problems of greatest concern to ordinary citizens. While our political system frequently doesn’t work for most Americans, it usually works well for members of government. In fact, the system works so well that members of Congress seeking reelection won in 96 percent of their races in the 2020 elections, making a mockery of the claim that average citizens have a good chance to defeat incumbents.82 In 38 states, all members of Congress who sought reelection in 2020 won their November races. This is why many have called our current political system an incumbent protection plan.

Because many state legislatures have drawn boundaries for congressional districts to favor one party or the other, and because some states are heavily blue or red, many members of Congress are more worried about facing opponents from their own parties in primaries than they are about general election contests. This has the unfortunate effect of pushing many Republicans running for office further to the right and many Democrats seeking office further to the left to avert or win primary challenges. The result is a more polarized Congress, with fewer lawmakers willing to move to the center and make necessary compromises for government to operate effectively. This often leads to gridlock.

Another factor that impacts election contests is campaign spending on behalf of candidates by political action committees known as super PACs. A 2010 Supreme Court decision allowed the creation of super PACs, which can spend unlimited amounts of money to support candidates, but are barred from coordinating with campaigns and from making contributions directly to candidates. There is no limit on what an individual, corporation, or group can donate to these super PACs. Some super PACs do not disclose their donors. They have been used by industries to support candidates favoring industry interests over the public interest. But other super PACs actually encourage moderation in politics by supporting moderate and centrist candidates and focus on public policy issues. We are proud to have conducted work for nearly a decade for one—the Independence USA PAC created by Michael Bloomberg.83 This super PAC supports candidates and referenda, and focuses on issues including gun laws, the environment, and education policy. Independence USA (IUSA) has a record of supporting pragmatic candidates on both sides of the aisle—as well as independent candidates—who exhibit a willingness to work in a bipartisan fashion on important causes.

While IUSA supported Democrats and Republicans in 2016 as it focused on backing candidates who supported gun safety reform, it moved to support only Democrats in 2018, as Republicans under President Trump had all but abandoned any efforts to address issues in a bipartisan fashion. We were especially proud to work on Independence USA PAC’s successful effort in the 2018 U.S. House elections. Independence USA helped the Democrats win control of the U.S. House by backing twenty-four moderate Democratic candidates, and twenty-one out of those candidates won—including fifteen women.

In addition to their work at the federal level, Independence USA PAC also has a record of helping pass policies at the state level. They have worked to advance state-level gun safety reforms, education reform, and nonpartisan public health reforms like bans on e-cigarettes. Further, they have backed necessary clean air measures—like limits on carbon pollution from power plants—in states across the country, including Florida, Michigan, and Wisconsin.

The late Jesse Unruh, who served as the Democratic speaker of the California state assembly in the 1960s when California was a swing state, was quoted as saying: “Money is the mother’s milk of politics.”84 Candidates have needed a lot more “milk” in recent years, as the cost of election campaigns has soared. In fact, the Center for Responsive Politics estimates that spending on the presidential and congressional races in 2020 totaled nearly $14 billion, including nearly $6.6 billion on the presidential election—up dramatically from about $2.4 billion on the 2016 presidential election.85 These spending levels have led many Democratic and Republican candidates to welcome spending on their behalf by super PACs.

The disconnect between problems facing ordinary Americans and the priorities of politicians was on clear display in 2020. Republicans and Democrats locked horns attempting to pass a second relief package in the face of rising COVID-19 infection rates and increasing lockdowns that sent unemployment soaring and shuttered many restaurants, theaters, retail stores, and other businesses. It was a bad time for inaction. The coronavirus pandemic was worsening but Democrats and Republicans couldn’t reach a crucial compromise. The unwillingness of Democrats to spend less than they wanted and Republicans to spend more than they wanted to provide desperately needed help to the American people caused untold suffering.

Congress finally passed another round of $900 billion in coronavirus relief in December 2020, after the election, and Trump signed it into law December 27 after threatening a veto.86 The House and Senate then passed President Biden’s proposal for $1.9 trillion in coronavirus relief in March 2021 and Biden signed the bill into law. But not a single Republican supported the emergency aid request, even though 70 percent of U.S. adults polled by the Pew Research Center said they support the funding—including 41 percent of Republicans and 94 percent of Democrats.87

The failure of the House and Senate to reach bipartisan agreement on Biden’s $1.9 trillion in emergency funding to battle COVID-19 and help the American people was alarming. It illustrates how members of Congress too often fail to prioritize middle-of-the-road compromise over partisan intransigence. We frequently hear Democrats and Republicans boast that they will fight for victory over their opponents, rather than saying they will reach across the aisle to actually win approval of beneficial legislation. Most of us want legislators to legislate, not to simply fight, fight, and fight some more about almost everything—often without accomplishing much of anything.

Sometimes it feels like the American people are being treated like children stuck between two arguing parents, with Mom and Dad each claiming to be the better parent. Seeking support from their children, each of the feuding parents makes a promise about what he or she will do the next day to make the kids happy—a trip to the zoo or an outing to an amusement park. But because Mom and Dad can’t stop arguing, the kids stay home all day, watching them yell at each other.

LOSS OF TRUST IN AMERICAN INSTITUTIONS

In a poll conducted by CNN in 2014, just 13 percent of respondents said that they trusted the government to do “what is right, always or most of the time.” A similar Pew Research Center Poll in 2019 found the figure had increased slightly to 17 percent.88 In the current political climate, these numbers are hardly surprising, but the 2014 figure was an all-time low. This was a dramatic change from earlier years. The first Pew National Election Study to ask about trust in government was conducted in 1958 and found that 73 percent of Americans said they trusted government to do what is right “just about always” or “most of the time.” The percentage of Americans trusting government to do what is right then dropped dramatically in Pew polls to 28 percent in 1979 and then rose and fell in the years since, peaking at 55 percent in October 2001 as the result of a patriotic surge following the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks.

What happened to so weaken our trust in government?

After President Franklin Delano Roosevelt and Congress expanded the federal government enormously under the New Deal to pull America out of the depths of the Great Depression and deal with massive unemployment, Americans began expecting more and more help from Uncle Sam. Social Security, unemployment insurance, public housing—and years later Medicare, Medicaid, food stamps, the War on Poverty, and more programs—were woven together into a social safety net. Uncle Sam was viewed by many Americans as the trusted “good guy,” there to help those in need. The role of government in the everyday lives of Americans then continued to grow. Americans were arguably more united in support of our government than ever before or since during World War II, when the nation mobilized and made enormous sacrifices to battle Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy, and Imperial Japan. We remained largely united in the 1950s under President Dwight Eisenhower, the World War II supreme Allied commander in Europe.

Then came the tumultuous years of the 1960s and 1970s. America was rocked and our people were divided by many things, including the civil rights struggle by Black Americans against centuries of racial discrimination; the unpopular Vietnam War that spawned a massive antiwar movement; the women’s rights and gay rights movements; a sharp rise in illegal drug use; the countercultural revolution by millions of young people; the assassinations of President John F. Kennedy, Senator Robert F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr., and others; urban riots that swept the nation after Dr. King’s murder; growing crime; and the Watergate scandal that led President Richard Nixon to resign in disgrace. Many of these developments shook the faith of Americans in their government. The candidates who ran for president and those who made it to the White House in the following decades promised to improve things. But in many cases, instead of building up our faith in government, they stressed the limitations of government and became critics of government, undermining our faith in it.

Some examples:

Democratic president Jimmy Carter said in his 1978 State of the Union Address: “We need patience and good will, but we really need to realize that there is a limit to the role and the function of government. Government cannot solve our problems, it can’t set our goals, it cannot define our vision.”89

Republican president Ronald Reagan, who took office in 1981, fostered a view that rather than being helpful, government actually was harmful. Many of his supporters bought into his claims that government was bloated, wasteful, inefficient, and a threat to our freedoms. In his first Inaugural Address Reagan famously said: “In this present crisis, government is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem.”90 He made the same point in a 1986 news conference when he said: “The nine most terrifying words in the English language are: ‘I’m from the government and I’m here to help.’ ”91 As columnist E. J. Dionne wrote in the Washington Post in 2019 discussing that remark by Reagan: “…the sentiment behind it remains one of the most destructive forces in our politics.” The Republican president turned President Franklin Roosevelt’s faith in big government on its head, beginning a demonization of government that has continued and grown far worse in the years since, particularly during the term of President Trump.

In 1992, Arkansas governor Bill Clinton ran for president as a “New Democrat,” championing a “Third Way” that would reconcile party differences and encourage bipartisanship. After winning with only 43 percent of the popular vote to nearly 38 percent for President George H. W. Bush (with billionaire businessman H. Ross Perot trailing with 19 percent), Clinton moved to the center. In an effort to burnish his centrist credentials and pick up Republican support, Clinton’s most memorable line from his 1996 State of the Union Address was: “The era of big government is over.”92 President Clinton launched what became known as the National Partnership for Reinventing Government, headed by Vice President Al Gore, as another initiative to showcase his centrist views. The goals of the program were to improve government by making it run more like a business, reduce government regulations on business, and shrink the federal workforce. A total of 426,200 federal jobs were eliminated under the program, officials said, but many federal employees were replaced by private sector contractors, sometimes getting higher salaries. In fact, some federal employees became contractor employees to continue working for the government.93

Clinton won bipartisan support for largely responsible budgets and oversaw the longest economic expansion in American history up to that point. It was not until Clinton’s impeachment almost two years into his second term for his false statements denying his sexual relationship with a White House intern that he retreated from his position of “triangulation” between the parties. Partisan gridlock returned.

Democratic president Barack Obama told members of Congress in his State of the Union Address in 2013: “The American people don’t expect government to solve every problem,” and said new initiatives he was proposing wouldn’t add to the deficit. “It’s not a bigger government we need but a smarter government that sets priorities.” But that wasn’t enough for Senator Marco Rubio of Florida, who delivered the Republican response to the president’s address. “More government isn’t going to help you get ahead,” Rubio said, sounding like Reagan. “It’s going to hold you back. More government isn’t going to create more opportunities. It’s going to limit them.”94

As the belief of many Americans in government’s ability to provide solutions to their problems continued to erode, businessman and reality TV star Donald Trump sought to intensify anti-government beliefs years before he announced his presidential candidacy. Trump painted a conspiracy-based picture of politicians as corrupt, incompetent, and not working for the interests of the American people. He attacked the legitimacy of America’s first Black president, Barack Obama, with a series of lies that had no basis in reality. The Big Lie Trump helped spread was to question whether Obama—who was born in Hawaii and proved it by releasing his birth certificate—was actually born outside the U.S. and was therefore ineligible under the Constitution to serve as president. This lie, which did not originate with Trump, became known as “birtherism.” Trump’s ability to manipulate the media to get attention for his wild and baseless charges was on full display with his success in generating heavy news coverage of birtherism, previewing the success he would have in the 2016 presidential campaign.

The developments recounted above and many others make it easy to see why the trust many voters were willing to give the political class and the federal government had eroded to dangerously low levels by 2016. As a result, a significant portion of the electorate was in the market for something different—an outsider who would fix the problems caused by the insiders in the political class, the proverbial man on a white horse who could ride to America’s rescue. In past years successful wartime military leaders filled this role. In 2016, Trump filled the role for millions of voters. Yet after Trump’s election, the federal government continued to be dominated by partisanship and gridlock, with limited and exceptional moments of bipartisan cooperation. This had been the case for years. Since the federal government has consistently failed to deliver bipartisan solutions to the American people, it is easy to understand why a majority of Americans believe their government no longer represents their interests.

When citizens lose faith in their system of government to fix the problems they face, they turn to non-systemic alternatives and candidates who promise to take a radically different approach. Trump benefited from this on the right, while on the left Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont—a self-described democratic socialist who caucuses with Senate Democrats—benefited by mounting strong challenges for the 2016 and 2020 Democratic presidential nomination, although he fell short of the prize. The original four radical-left Democratic House members in the Squad—Representatives Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Rashida Tlaib, Ayanna Pressley, and Ilhan Omar—also benefited from voter alienation with mainstream candidates after they were first elected in 2018 and then reelected in 2020, as the Squad expanded to six members. Yet the policies espoused by the extremists on both sides of the aisle are so far out of the mainstream that they have little chance of picking up support from the rival political party.

On top of this, some of the extremist positions taken to score ideological points have turned out to be disastrous. For example, coauthor Douglas Schoen wrote in an op-ed published by Fox News in 2019 that the anti-business hostility of Ocasio-Cortez led her to oppose plans by Amazon to build a second corporate headquarters in her New York City congressional district.95 As a result, Amazon canceled plans to build the headquarters, which it said would have created over 25,000 jobs with an average annual salary of over $150,000, possibly increasing to 40,000 jobs within fifteen years. New York governor Andrew Cuomo and New York City mayor Bill de Blasio—Ocasio-Cortez’s fellow Democrats—had worked long and hard courting Amazon to bring the project to New York. The Schoen op-ed called the Amazon cancellation “a catastrophic loss for the city, New York state, and the metropolitan region” and pointed out that “Amazon’s cancellation of its plans to come to New York is a loss not only for those like Ocasio-Cortez who want to redistribute wealth, but also for those who want to grow wealth and expand the economic pie for hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of Americans.”

A major reason we believe Americans must be united in embracing a fundamental faith in democracy is because elections are the fairest way of settling our differences justly and peacefully, and of incentivizing our leaders to act in the public interest and respect our rights—or face defeat at the ballot box. Majority rule is far from perfect, and elected officials make plenty of mistakes and sometimes engage in deliberate wrongdoing. But elections hold them accountable. And our acceptance of election results—even when we strongly oppose the winning candidate—gives us a way of settling our differences without physically attacking those we disagree with.

The five deaths suffered as a result of the January 6, 2021, attack on our Capitol, followed by suicides of four law enforcement officers who were there, were bad enough. But this death toll pales in comparison with the deaths in the Civil War. That’s an extreme example of political violence, of course, but if enough people view elections as illegitimate, we can’t predict what awful consequences will follow.

Our democracy protects all factions. As former British prime minister Winston Church said in 1947: “No one pretends that democracy is perfect or all-wise. Indeed it has been said that democracy is the worst form of government except for all those other forms that have been tried from time to time.”96 America has a proud heritage of peaceful protests, and they are protected by the First Amendment of the Constitution. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and other civil rights leaders led many nonviolent protests that brought about long-overdue changes in law. Protests of an earlier generation gained women the right to vote, and later changes were sparked by protests against the Vietnam War, for LGTQ rights, and on behalf of many other causes. But we need to be clear and all agree that violence and terrorism in the name of any political cause—no matter how just its supporters believe the cause to be—cannot be considered acceptable in a democratic society.

For the sake of our country’s future, Republicans and Democrats need to denounce violence by their supporters as well as by their opponents. We don’t want to see more riots and another attack on our democratic institutions by anyone, whether on the right or on the left.

SOCIAL MEDIA, WEBSITES, AND CABLE TV NEWS

One of the most memorable comments by the late senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan (D-NY) was: “Everyone is entitled to his own opinion, but not to his own facts.”97 One of the most memorable comments by Kellyanne Conway, counselor to President Trump, came in 2017 when she was interviewed by Chuck Todd for the NBC program Meet the Press.98 She described blatantly false comments by White House press secretary Sean Spicer exaggerating the size of the crowd at Trump’s inauguration as “alternative facts.” “Wait a minute,” Todd responded. “Alternative facts? Alternative facts? Four of the five facts he uttered… were just not true. Alternative facts are not facts; they’re falsehoods.” Indeed they are. And unfortunately, Spicer’s lie early in the Trump administration was a preview of all the lies to come from the administration in the next four years. The different views expressed by Moynihan and Conway illustrate one of the causes of the deep divisions in American society today and one of the reasons our democracy is endangered. Americans don’t accept a common set of facts. This is why it sometimes seems as if those on the left and those on the right are living on two different planets, believing in two different realities.

One reason for this view of facts as relative rather than absolute is the explosion of information sources now available to the American people and people around the world. This is a profound difference from what was the case five decades ago. The audience for news has been segmented into much smaller groups, like a pizza divided into many small slices, so that the American people are getting many different versions of news telling them what they want to hear, sometimes spreading “alternative facts.”

In the 1970s, TV news was available on morning programs, the evening news around dinnertime, and on local newscasts at the end of primetime. TV news was carried on no more than four channels in most communities—the local ABC, CBS, and NBC affiliates, along with a PBS newscast that drew far fewer viewers. Local stations reported news of their communities, and relied on network news divisions for morning and evening news programs. Audiences for the thirty-minute network evening news shows were huge, dwarfing the audiences those programs draw today.99 Walter Cronkite, top-rated anchor of the CBS Evening News from 1962 to 1981, typically attracted 25 million to 30 million viewers. In 1980, more than 42 million viewers typically watched either the CBS, ABC, or NBC evening news programs.

Radio news was available throughout the day, but usually just in five-minute segments at the top of the hour. The only source of more in-depth news for most people was the local newspaper. While the New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, and a few other newspapers had their own reporters covering national and international news, most papers relied on one or two wire services—the Associated Press and United Press International—to cover news outside their circulation areas. The same AP or UPI stories dealing with national and international news appeared in most newspapers. The newspaper, TV, radio, and wire service journalists weren’t perfect, of course. They sometimes made honest mistakes. They sometimes ignored important stories and focused on the sensational or trivial to boost ratings or circulation. But in general, they tried as best as they could to be objective, keeping opinion out of news stories and confining it to newspaper editorial pages.

And then a media revolution began—a revolution as profound as the change from horse-drawn carriages to gasoline-powered cars. On June 1, 1980, CNN, the Cable News Network, began broadcasting as the first twenty-four-hour all-news TV station. Many Americans—including many journalists—thought the concept was ridiculous and would fail. CNN was derisively called Chicken Noodle News and at first drew tiny ratings. (It wasn’t even available in most American homes.) But CNN gradually grew its audience and launched a sister station called Headline News (now HLN) in 1982. Competing cable news channel CNBC (focusing on business news) launched in 1989, and direct competitors MSNBC and Fox News launched in 1996.

Fox quickly staked out a spot as the source of news for conservatives, focusing on right-wing opinion shows that made no pretense at objectivity. MSNBC became the source for news from a left-wing perspective. CNN started out trying to be more centrist, but moved left and became openly hostile to President Trump during his term in the White House. The lower-rated One America News Network began in 2013 and Newsmax TV launched in 2014, with both positioning themselves to the right of Fox News.

Social media and narrowly focused websites became a major source of news, often aggregated from newspaper and broadcast websites. Google launched in 1998, Facebook began in 2004, and Twitter and YouTube were both started in 2006. Many individuals with no journalism training began posting comments about the news and starting blogs on social media filled with opinion and rumors that turned out to be inaccurate. Newspapers started websites and saw big drops in readership of their print editions and in advertising revenue. The number of daily newspapers published in the United States dropped from 1,748 in 1970 to 1,279 in 2018. Newspapers cut their staffs by thousands of reporters and editors.100

All these changes mean that today individuals can choose to reside in their own news environments, giving them vastly different views of what is important and accurate. Republicans tend to watch Fox News, with some tuning in to the even more far-right Newsmax and OAN, and read conservative websites. Democrats turn to MSNBC and CNN and liberal websites. A Quinnipiac Poll released January 11, 2021, shows the dramatic difference in perceptions by Republicans, Democrats, and independents. The poll found that 73 percent of Republicans believed Trump’s assertions that there was widespread voter fraud in the 2020 election in which Biden defeated Trump. But only 36 percent of independents and a mere 5 percent of Democrats believed there was widespread voter fraud in the election.101 How can Americans hope to agree on anything if we can’t agree on basic facts? This problem isn’t going away, and poses one of the greatest challenges to uniting Americans with a revival of our faith in democracy.

INEQUALITY OF OPPORTUNITY

“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times,” Charles Dickens wrote in the opening paragraph of his novel A Tale of Two Cities, published in 1859.102 New York governor Mario Cuomo latched onto the “Tales of Two Cities” theme in his most famous speech—his eloquent keynote address at the 1984 Democratic National Convention.103 Cuomo said President Reagan’s vision of America as “a shining city on a hill” was an accurate description of our country for the affluent and well educated, but did not describe conditions facing the millions of Americans struggling just to get by. The New York governor said that “this nation is more a tale of two cities than it is just a shining city on a hill.” He spoke of “another part to the shining city, the part where some people can’t pay their mortgages, and most young people can’t afford one; where students can’t afford the education they need, and middle-class parents watch the dreams they hold for their children evaporate.”

Cuomo then adapted his frequent reference to “the family of New York” to a national audience, saying all Americans are tied together and those at the top of the economic ladder have a responsibility to lend a hand to those on the lower rungs. He said: “We believe we must be the family of America, recognizing that at the heart of the matter, we are bound one to another; that the problems of a retired school teacher in Duluth are our problems; that the future of the child—that the future of the child in Buffalo is our future; that the struggle of a disabled man in Boston to survive and live decently is our struggle; that the hunger of a woman in Little Rock is our hunger; that the failure anywhere to provide what reasonably we might, to avoid pain, is our failure.”

Mario Cuomo’s words ring true today. We can’t expect all the people locked out of the “the shining city on a hill” to fully embrace our democratic system if they feel perpetually left behind and denied just treatment. This was a common feeling—though for very different reasons—among the protesters for racial justice in American cities in the spring and summer of 2020 and the insurgents who attacked the Capitol on January 6, 2021. It is the call for change from the aggrieved. If we are to restore faith in our civic religion of democracy we must make democracy work for all Americans, whether the Black family worried about police brutality and systemic racism, or the White family worried about unemployment caused by American companies offshoring jobs to countries where labor is cheaper. This is easier said than done, of course, but it remains one of the greatest challenges facing our democratic system.

There can be no doubt that inequality of opportunity remains a major problem today. For example, most people of color have far lower incomes and net worth than White Americans. People without a college education earn far less than those with college degrees. One illustration of this is a 2020 report by the Brookings Institution titled “Examining the Black-White Wealth Gap.” It states: “A close examination of wealth in the U.S. finds evidence of staggering racial disparities. At $171,000, the net worth of a typical white family is nearly ten times greater than that of a Black family ($17,150) in 2016. Gaps in wealth between Black and white households reveal the effects of accumulated inequality and discrimination, as well as differences in power and opportunity that can be traced back to this nation’s inception. The Black-white wealth gap reflects a society that has not and does not afford equality of opportunity to all its citizens.”104

Educational attainment is also a major factor dividing the haves and have-nots in America. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistic reported that among young people graduating from high school in 2019, 89.9 percent of Asian Americans were enrolled in college in the fall semester, compared with 66.9 percent of White high school graduates, 63.4 percent of Hispanic graduates, and 50.7 percent of Black graduates.105 And this doesn’t even take into account the lower high school graduation rates among Black and Hispanic students. This educational attainment gap is intolerable and more must be done to close it.

Even when educational attainment is equal, the wealth gap persists between White families and minorities. Writing in Axios in June 2020, Dion Rabouin reported: “On average, Black households in the U.S. with heads who have completed a college degree have less net worth than white households headed by someone with less than a high school education.”106 And in the coronavirus pandemic raging across much of the world as we write this, people of color and those without college degrees are experiencing the greatest economic pain because they are disproportionately represented among those who can’t work from home. The children of people struggling economically are also having the hardest time learning remotely when in-person learning in schools has been suspended due to the pandemic. They don’t have the same access to computers as children from more affluent families, they often live in crowded conditions not conducive to remote learning, and they can’t get as much help from less-educated parents with their schoolwork.

In his 1951 poem “Harlem,” Langston Hughes wrote about the consequences of Black people being denied equal opportunity. Yet the poem can be interpreted to apply to any group that feels cheated and denied justice from our democratic system. The poem ponders what happens to the deferred dreams of African Americans and suggests that they may dry up “like a raisin in the sun” or “explode.”107

ANTI-DEMOCRATIC REGIMES IN CHINA AND RUSSIA

Up to now we’ve discussed internal threats to American democracy and the need for a Great Awakening to renew the civic faith of our own citizens in our democratic system. But only about 4 percent of the world’s population lives in the U.S. We can’t close our eyes to threats from the rest of the world.

The September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks understandably focused America’s attention on Islamist terrorism and led directly to the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan, where al-Qaida leader and 9/11 mastermind Osama bin Laden was based and protected by the Taliban government. U.S., British, and allied Afghan forces toppled the Taliban regime in three months and a U.S. raid killed bin Laden in his hideout in Pakistan in 2011. President Trump unwisely agreed to pull all U.S. troops out of Afghanistan (except for a small contingent guarding the U.S. Embassy in Kabul) by May 1, 2021. President Biden delayed this withdrawal until the end of August 2021, and America’s NATO allies pulled out their troops as well in response to the U.S. action. The troop withdrawals emboldened the Taliban and sapped the morale of the Afghan government. The Afghan military offered little or no resistance as Taliban forces seized control of every major city in Afghanistan in an 11-day blitzkrieg, capturing Kabul on August 15, 2021 and consolidating their control over the nation. Biden criticized Trump for the original withdrawal agreement, and Trump criticized Biden for withdrawing in August despite the failure of the Taliban to adhere to promises they made in the peace agreement. Trump even said that Biden should “resign in disgrace for what he has allowed to happen in Afghanistan” and for mishandling other issues. In addition, Trump said if he were still president, all would be well. “We were not going to let people get slaughtered,” the former president told the New York Post after the Taliban seized power. “I had a relationship with the Taliban where they knew they weren’t allowed to do this.” As always, Trump refused to accept any blame for his own failings, and did not point out that he had earlier criticized Biden for not withdrawing all U.S. troops by May 1, 2021.

Other than partisan sniping and attacks against each other, neither Trump, Biden—nor other Republicans and Democrats—could offer a coherent response to the disastrous fall of Afghanistan. What the world saw instead was a divided America with no sense of purpose and no distinctive agenda, leaving the U.S. weakened in the eyes of our allies and adversaries. If any issue called for bipartisan agreement it should have been America’s response to the September 11 terrorist attacks and the war on terrorism waged by two Republican and two Democratic presidents. Yet even on this major issue of national security, partisan arguments erupted as politicians showed more interest in fighting each other than the terrorist threat. In truth, presidents and members of Congress in both parties deserved to share the blame for the debacle in Afghanistan. They could not offer any sense of what our country stands for on the international stage or domestically. The world was not wrong in sensing that the U.S. left Afghanistan hurriedly and in chaos, just as we left South Vietnam in 1975. Both our defeats in Vietnam and Afghanistan reflected a failed enterprise that demonstrated a weakened national resolve. Both U.S. defeats also showed a decline in American influence, prestige and stature, and a complete abdication of leadership and direction.

America should not have disgracefully abandoned our Afghan allies to the tyranny of the Taliban’s brutal rule. Women and girls will be especially hurt, deprived of the chance for an education, the opportunity to hold jobs, and subject to rape euphemistically labeled as “arranged marriages.” America’s strategic position around the world and our competition against our adversaries Russia and China will suffer as well, as nations view the U.S. as being disloyal to our friends and fearful of standing up to our enemies. Just as America maintains military forces in Germany, Japan, South Korea and other nations around the world, we should have maintained a residual force in Afghanistan to advise and support that nation’s military so it could continue protecting the Afghan people and keeping the Taliban from once again turning Afghanistan into a base for international terrorism. Sadly, 20 years of war and the deaths of 2,448 members of the U.S. military and 3,846 U.S. contractors in the conflict served only to delay a Taliban victory, not to prevent it. America is less safe as a result.

After invading Afghanistan to respond to the September 11 attacks, America took its focus off that nation and invaded Iraq in March 2003, overthrowing the regime of Saddam Hussein in April. Fighting has continued for years against forces opposed to the U.S.-backed government. But by the summer of 2021 only 2,500 American troops were in Iraq helping the nation fight the remnants of the Islamic State terrorist group. Biden announced in late July 2021 that U.S. forces would end their combat mission in Iraq by the end of the year. However, he said some will remain to advise and train Iraqi forces—a wiser course than our abandonment of Afghanistan.108

Unfortunately, American presidents don’t have the ability to deal with hotspots in only one region of the world. They must juggle multiple and often unexpected crises. Since 2001 America has stationed in troops in Afghanistan, Iraq, and other areas of the Middle East—and sought to stop Iran from developing nuclear weapons. And presidents have tried since 1948 to forge an Israeli-Palestinian peace agreement in the same region, to no avail. But at the same time, our two most powerful foreign adversaries, China and Russia, were hard at work seeking to undermine democracy around the world. China and Russia are run by dictatorial regimes with no use for democracy. The two nations have aggressively expanded unchecked as neo-colonialists, supported rogue nations like North Korea and Iran, and worked to undermine Western democracies. While President Trump refused to believe it, the U.S. intelligence community concluded unanimously that Russia interfered in the 2016 American presidential election to help elect Trump and later concluded that Russia interfered in our 2020 election in an unsuccessful effort to help Trump get reelected.

China has risen in the last few decades from an impoverished developing country to become a military and industrial power with no tolerance for internal opposition. The communist regime has a long record of human rights abuses, free-trade violations, and neo-colonial offenses. While adopting limited free-market reforms to boost its economy, Chinese leaders have rejected any move toward democratic reforms.

But rather than see China as the adversary and threat that it is, successive U.S. presidents of both parties have sought in vain to build friendly ties to the communist government in the hope that China’s economic liberalization would gradually lead to political liberalization. This began with President Richard Nixon’s historic one-week visit to China in 1972, ending the hardline policy of trying to isolate the regime. America and China established diplomatic relations in 1979 and the U.S. stopped recognizing the anti-communist government on Taiwan as China’s government. But instead of then standing up to China’s aggressive undermining of democratic values, American presidents acquiesced time after time in the hope of finding common ground.

More than any president in recent history, President Trump took an aggressive stance against the rising military and economic power. But despite his adversarial rhetoric, Trump didn’t challenge China substantively beyond imposing tariffs. For example, the Trump administration overlooked China’s egregious human rights violations in Hong Kong and against its Uyghur Muslim population in the Xinjiang region. What message does that send to fledgling democracies around the world struggling against authoritarianism? Hong Kong protesters carried American flags and posters of Lady Liberty, but the Trump administration sat by and did nothing as Beijing crushed their democracy movement.

Trump took an aggressive stance against Beijing with regard to its mishandling and cover-up of the COVID-19 outbreak. Intelligence reports point to the fact that China knew about the virulence and deadliness of the novel coronavirus at the end of December 2019, but continued to downplay the seriousness of COVID-19 and the ease with which it was spread by people. We don’t know for certain, but if China had shared all it knew about the outbreak with the world early on it might have sharply limited the toll of death and illness caused by this new disease around the world. It wasn’t until January 20, 2020, that Chinese health officials admitted the novel coronavirus could be transmitted between humans. Chinese medical professionals refused to share virological data with U.S. vaccine laboratories, and on occasion purposely destroyed evidence. All the while, China was buying massive quantities of personal protective equipment for its own medical workers, creating the dire shortage of PPE that the rest of the world would soon experience.109 In February 2020, Trump halted flights between the U.S. and China. The move was heavily criticized as xenophobic and racist, but was soon adopted by most countries.

While the U.S. and countries around the world struggled to contain the pandemic, China succeeded because of the harsh lockdown restrictions it imposed and enforced. The World Health Organization said China imposed a “unique and unprecedented public health response [that] reversed the escalating cases.”110 The New York Times reported in February 2020 that some 760 million Chinese—more than twice the entire U.S. population—were confined to their homes and said: “China has flooded cities and villages with battalions of neighborhood busybodies, uniformed volunteers, and Communist Party representatives, to carry out one of the biggest social control campaigns in history.”111 China was able to quickly contain the pandemic and was the only national economy in the world to actually grow in 2020.

The United States, and indeed the rest of the Western world, must rethink the nature of our relationship with China. To be sure, we take the risk of losing trade opportunities, escalating the conflict in the Pacific, and alienating a powerful adversary. The alternative, however, is to sit by while an authoritarian nation hostile to our founding ideals undermines and deceives its way to becoming the premier superpower in the world. Chinese power and influence are growing at an alarming rate, and we need to do something about it.

While dealing with the Chinese threat to democracies, the Biden administration must keep a close eye on Russia as well. Russia today poses less of a threat than the Soviet Union before it broke up, but the Russians still have the second-largest nuclear arsenal in the world, behind only the U.S., along with a powerful military. Russian president Vladimir Putin called the 1991 breakup of the Soviet Union “the greatest geopolitical catastrophe” of the twentieth century in a speech in 2005 and said in 2018 that he would reverse the breakup if he could.112

Presidents Bill Clinton and George W. Bush welcomed former Soviet satellites into NATO, angering Putin. President Obama’s Russia policy was nothing short of incompetent. Obama imposed economic sanctions on Russia, which in turn closed diplomatic channels. But the Obama administration did nothing to curb Russian colonialism in Syria and Ukraine, aside from denouncing it. The shocking lack of response only served to embolden Russia’s aggression and accelerate its expansion efforts.

Finally, Trump’s outward indifference to Russian misdeeds—including Russian interference in our elections and its brutal crackdown in Ukraine—rendered his weak substantive policies ineffective. By abandoning Syria to Putin without pressure on other fronts, like cybersecurity, the Trump administration carried out the most ineffective Russia policy in our memory.

On their own, Russia and China each stands as a major threat to the United States. Together, they stand to imperil the cause of democracy worldwide. The Russia-China axis already exists in all but name, and President Biden has an obligation to stand up to the two powerful nations in support of democratic ideals.

CHALLENGES FACING BIDEN

President Biden took office on January 20, 2021, facing multiple serious challenges: the COVID-19 pandemic and the need to dramatically speed up vaccinations against the disease; the economic hardships and massive unemployment caused by business closures to battle the spread of the coronavirus; the need to reverse Trump policies that Biden campaigned against; and the need to convince millions of Americans that he defeated Trump fair and square and is a legitimate president, despite Trump’s refusal to concede defeat and continued baseless claims that Biden was elected as a result of fraud. These are among the greatest challenges any new president has ever faced.

None of the forces that threaten the foundations of our democracy were created by Trump. In fact, the opposite is true. The Trump presidency and everything that came with it, including the January 6, 2021, insurrection, was the logical culmination of decades of disastrous and compounding political failures by both parties. The rise of a political class that has lost the trust of citizens and refuses to stand up to bad actors at home and abroad has led us to this. It was these trends that made it possible for Trump to be elected president in 2016 and created the conditions that ignited the most serious divisions and insurrection since the Civil War. Worst of all, none of these forces will go away on their own. If we fail to take effective action, they will intensify.

We fear that growing numbers of Americans will lose faith in our system, leading them to reject America’s founding ideals in exchange for radical solutions like those advanced by Trump on the right and Senator Bernie Sanders and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez on the left. This could embolden domestic extremists and our foreign adversaries alike and create the conditions under which democracy collapses by insurgency or external pressure, or more likely both.

Is it too late to save our democracy? We don’t think so. At least not yet. Nevertheless, America faces immediate, systemic, and existential threats, and our democracy is in peril. This book will discuss these threats and suggest what to do about them. Additionally, this book is a call to action for the Biden administration. The Biden presidency could be the most important in our nation’s history. It must reverse the decline of faith in our democracy by the American people. This will be a tall task for a president who only 58 percent of Americans initially accepted as the legitimate winner of the 2020 presidential election.113

How should Biden move forward? In a poll that our firm, Schoen Cooperman Research, conducted following his election we found that 62 percent of respondents answered that Biden’s victory was a “mandate for centrist policies,” compared to only 28 percent who said it was a mandate for progressive policies.114 These findings tell us that if Biden and the Democrats who control the House and Senate by very slim margins enact unpopular progressive legislation and if Biden issues far-left presidential executive orders, they will further anger an already furious electorate. In this scenario, the outcome could be historic losses for Democrats in the 2022 midterm elections. In other words, if Biden and Congress move too far left, they will make millions of voters feel left behind. Republicans want to convince voters that the Democrats are wild-eyed socialists embracing radical policies that will destroy rather than enhance the American Dream. If the GOP succeeds in painting the 2022 midterm election as a contest between the party of Lincoln and the party of Lenin, Democrats can say goodbye to their congressional majorities.

Most of us don’t appreciate what we have until we lose it. We take our democracy for granted because it is all we have known in America during our lifetimes. But nothing lasts forever. If we fail to renew our national faith in democratic government and the values it encompasses, we risk losing it, as hard as that may be for many people to believe today. We have written this book to sound an alarm against those on the right and left who would threaten our legacy of democracy by their desire to impose their own views on our nation in undemocratic ways. Our goal is to preserve our democracy for all generations to come, and recover from the divisions that threaten its future.
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