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CHAPTER 1


“What’s Past Is Prologue . . .”


To me, the election results in the 2020 presidential race were stunning. Sure, Joe Biden won both the popular vote by a wide margin of some seven million voters and the Electoral College by 306 to 232, but less than a switch of one hundred thousand votes out of the 160 million cast in four swing states would have allowed the vestigial Electoral College to select Donald Trump as president for a second term. How could the election be so close? After all, Trump’s record was brazen and in plain sight. According to the Washington Post, he lied or made misleading statements more than 30,573 times through four years of delusional fantasies, egomaniacal ignorance (note the fatal response to the COVID-19 pandemic), profited from corruption and self-dealing, and always delivered for giant corporations and the super-wealthy by huge tax cuts. He also canceled health, safety, and economic regulation of business at the expanse of the lives, health, and safety of all Americans. He froze the minimum wage, cut social safety programs for children and mothers, and bloated the military budget at the expense of the public works programs that he bragged he would create for the people. Not the least offenses were his serious serial violations of federal law.


He repeatedly predicted a rigged election against him while encouraging voter suppression and other electoral shenanigans in the many states controlled by Republicans. It is hard to believe someone with his mental instability, family corporate greed, and his executive and judicial appointees believing corporations are to be favored over real people still has Republican voters’ support. Mark Green and I wrote two books on Trump—Fake President: Decoding Trump’s Gaslighting, Corruption, and General Bullsh*t (2019) and Wrecking America: How Trump’s Lawbreaking and Lies Betray All (2020). These books are factual and useful to anyone wanting to understand and counter Trump’s continuing assault on our democracy.


Back to my question—How could the 2020 election have been so close? How could the House and Senate outcomes have been so close even though the Democratic Party squeezed by as the victor in November 2020?


The answers start with the long slide over the years into the Democratic Party’s decrepitude, its self-isolation from blue-collar America, its obsessive preoccupation with dialing1 for the same strings-attached corporate campaign dollars sought by the GOP, and its endless capacity for rejecting introspection and wallowing in scapegoating. The Democrats abandoned their base and let the Republicans turn states solid Red. It’s never the Democratic Party leaders’ fault; it’s never time to look into the mirror and reassess their blunders, arrogance, cronyism, stupidities, lassitude, and chronic lack of preparing new leaders for a new generation of elected candidates up to the demands of the times. Imagine if they acted as if people mattered, first and foremost.


The more money the Democratic Party raised, the more it measured its success vis-à-vis the Republicans in dollar terms, further draining any authenticity from its rhetoric regarding workers, consumers, and children. The Democrats failed to fight for environmental protection, health and safety laws, and Medicare for All. Military and foreign policy by the Democrats only differed from the Republicans from 2000 to 2020 because the GOP became even more hawkish and bloodthirsty after 9/11, keeping a step ahead of the Democrats rushing to ditto-head them, as with the undeclared2 war and criminal, full-scale invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq.


Then there were the eight-hundred-pound gorillas in the rooms. The Democratic Party’s candidates chose to have political/media consultants run their campaigns. These consultants and firms were corporate conflicted: having corporate clients undermining their alleged fiduciary relationship with congressional candidates. As Kathleen Curry—a veteran political adviser in Connecticut—told me: “When their candidates lose, they invariably blame the candidates, not themselves.” Win or lose, the largest such consulting firms keep getting rehired, and the media keeps ignoring their central role in losing elections.


In a conversation with Elizabeth Moynihan years ago, she told me she just fired the consultants in charge of the reelection campaign of her husband, Senator Patrick Moynihan, and took full control of it herself. “Ralph,” she added, “These consultants are destroying the Democratic Party.” That was in 1998, and they’ve never finished their lucrative job doing just this ever since. While the media chronicles the regular reports of candidates’ fundraising, it rarely looks into the ways these consultants control their candidates’ campaigns, the messaging, and who is permitted to enter the force fields they create around candidates. Had reporters made a minimum effort to do so, they would have discovered a key to why the Democrats keep losing so many elections they should be winning easily, or winning others so closely that the Blue Dog Democrats are able to handcuff their party’s better agendas. Consultants are control freaks. They isolate their clients from progressive citizen organizations, thereby blocking crucial, campaign-winning agendas, strategies, and language from reaching and motivating voters.


The Democratic Party apparatus has become isolated. It knows how to reach out for money, but it is too inbred to know or want to know how to reach out to people for votes and counsel. That’s when it is not entirely slumbering in GOP-safe states and seats.


The stagnation by self-paralysis of the Democratic Party was described by John Kenneth Galbraith in Harper’s Magazine back in 1970 when he saw the encroachments of corporate power as stripping the party of its very raison d’être coming out of the Roosevelt/Truman years of electoral supremacy. Years later, Robert Reich, a staunch Democrat and former Secretary of Labor under Clinton, penned an op-ed (2001) in the Washington Post that began with the words “The Democratic Party is stone dead. Dead as a doornail.”


However, with the GOP becoming more extreme, more corporate, and more militaristic under George W. Bush and Dick Cheney, the Democratic Party went into a tailspin after Obama’s victory in 2008 and taking major control of both the Senate and the House. Whether born of complacency or a young president, who in the words of veteran House member Maxine Waters, didn’t seem “to want to run with his congressional candidates,” the elections of 2010 spelled disaster for the party and for anything left of Obama’s modest legislative agenda. Caught napping, the party lost big in the 2010 redistricting contests to gerrymandering supremacy, especially in swing states such as Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, Michigan, and Ohio.


By 2017, the Democratic Party had lost control of both Houses of Congress, over one thousand state legislative seats, with the Republicans controlling the state legislatures in thirty-two states to fourteen held by the Democrats. The GOP had twice the number of governors. It was worse than the numbers revealed. Democrats lost in Pennsylvania and Wisconsin, where they received the most votes but were overwhelmed by minority-rule gerrymandering. They were defeated by fevered GOP politicians who were openly opposed to the long-overdue rights of workers, consumers, women, and children and ignored essential environmental issues and the deteriorating or nonexistent public services desired by huge majorities in the polls. They were defeated by state lawmakers bent on obstructing voters of certain demographics from being counted or even being able to vote. State Republicans opened the doors to more corporate welfare and less enforcement against corporate crimes or criminal negligence. In Georgia and Florida, they made residential consumers pay for electricity from nuclear plants long before they were providing any electricity—paying for so-called construction works in progress. As for polluting the air and waterways of both conservative and liberal families, it was “open sesame” time for the Republican Party.


None of these collapses led the Democratic Party to engage in postmortems, political introspection, and learning from their defeats. Instead, they energetically scapegoated third parties and independent candidates or whined about GOP shenanigans they should have foreseen and forestalled. Moreover, they celebrated when they lost by narrower margins than some polls predicted. These patterns of responses are the seeds of decay.


Rejecting the truism that policy must precede messaging to be authentic, the Democrats effectively conveyed the widespread impression of not standing for anything, of hollow rhetoric few believed, of an inability to change the failing guard and enlist fresh human energies, replacing incompetence and sinecurism. In 2014, former Senator Gary Hart told me that people in Denver didn’t know what the Democratic Party stood for—a refrain that was repeated in blue states without shaking the party’s establishment from measuring its prowess by how much campaign cash they were raising.


Indeed, they have become very good at raising enormous amounts of money, often exceeding the Republicans by ample margins. However, the more they took in, the more they wasted on repetitive, irritating television and social media ads concocted by their corporate consultants eager for their 15 percent commission at the expense of a far more effective ground game for voter turnout. Working with people from the community for voter turnout drives—person to person—is commission-free.


There was one continual achievement by these political/ media firms, other than juggling their lucrative corporate business with their candidate clients. They assiduously avoided the glare of investigative coverage by the media reporters covering campaigns. That enhanced their avoidance of any responsibility for their losses.


For example, while observers recall the $120 million blown on Jaime Harrison’s hapless campaign against Republican senator and regular loudmouth Lindsey Graham and the $80 million spent on Amy McGrath’s campaign against Senator Mitch McConnell based on her being a fighter pilot in Iraq, it is doubtful whether they can recall the consultants who spent such vast sums, nor the politicians—such as Senator Chuck Schumer of New York—who chose these candidates and assigned these firms. Both candidates lost by comfortable margins. Their party didn’t bother analyzing the campaigns for future applications. Instead, Harrison was promoted to become the head of the Democratic National Committee (DNC) as a consolation prize for his disastrously uninspiring campaign. His selection as the majordomo for advancing Democrats campaigning all over the country was another example of cronyism.


The victory by Biden over Trump in 2020 and the razor-thin wins by Democrats to control the House and the Senate continued to avoid any resets in spite of foreboding erosion among traditional party bases in the Black and Hispanic communities. These warnings were prominently related in a rare, thirty-three-page report titled “Autopsy: The Democratic Party in Crisis” (November 2017) by veteran Democratic partisans Norman Solomon, Karen Bernal, Pia Gallegos, and Sam McCann. Their energetic analysis and recommendations were motivated by the mid-2017 rollout of the Democratic Party’s new slogan “A Better Deal,” chosen from a cluster of proposed slogans by an expensive firm allegedly skilled in memorable phrasemaking. Instead “A Better Deal” was so full of tedious blather as to constitute an alternative to the sleeping pill merchants. It lolled in political slumberland, rescued from further circulation by the 2018 congressional midterm victory over the Trumpsters following two years of Trumpism-driven pushback. Again, the Democratic Party leadership persisted in their mode of being “too cautious, too corporate and too removed from the emerging passions of the current era . . . that major structural changes are not needed, in the party or in the country,” the Autopsy report observed.


The report’s authors knew very well the necessities, anxieties and dreams that embodied the daily struggles of millions of families. As students of history and electoral successes, they recognized agendas and messages that could persuade people that the Democratic Party was on their side, while the GOP sided with the wealthy, symbolized by prioritizing Wall Street greed and rapacity over Main Street values. Their closing advice to their party in late 2017 serves as a present-day clarion call:


For the Democratic Party, the goal of outreach cannot be only to get votes. The enduring point of community outreach is to build an ongoing relationship that aims for the party to become part of the fabric of everyday life. It means acknowledging validity and power of people-driven movements as well as recognizing and supporting authentic progressive community leaders. It means focusing on how the party can best serve communities, not the other way around. Most of all, it means persisting with such engagement on an ongoing basis, not just at election time. When insincerity and a poor record of community engagement are detected, the outcome is a depressed turnout on Election Day. Democratic Party pros have routinely discounted the political importance and electoral impacts of genuine enthusiasm at the grassroots. But passionate supporters and vital movements are crucial to lifting the fortunes of the party and the country.3


As we shall see later in this narrative, the Democratic Party goes out of its way to avoid connecting with reformist citizen/neighborhood groups, or with labor and cooperative organizations, other than to ask for donations featuring the specter of looming Republican atrocities. With a few exceptions, candidates do not campaign with these people; they posture before them with scripted, endlessly repetitive “politicalese.” Voters are very good at turning off their phoniness. What is worse, behind the candidates’ practiced smiles and handshakes are deaf ears to listening to their friendly critics with significant experience in communicating to people about the common good because they practice what they preach.


That closed-mind syndrome, fortified by the barriers of political consultants who remind candidates where they get their money, is pervasively cult-like. The low-energy Democratic Party is half of an exclusive political two-party duopoly, shielded by its own enacted protections from competition. It is a political monoculture, impervious to the winds of change and evolution. This is bad for the Democratic Party and for the citizenry.


I was not a silent observer of the Democratic Party’s inability to take advantage of what Trump delivered to them regularly during his four years of some 30, 573 public lies and fake promises, compiled by the dutiful Glenn Kessler of the Washington Post.4 No politician in American history handed an opposing party more brazen and open abuses, outrages, bigotry, and violations of the Constitution and federal laws. In late 2019, before Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s drive to impeach Trump because he pressured Ukrainian president Volodymyr Zelenskyy to damage a political rival in exchange for the Trump administration releasing $391 million of United States taxpayer funds that Congress had appropriated on a bipartisan basis to provide military assistance to Ukraine, constitutional law expert Bruce Fein and I submitted to Pelosi eleven other evidence-backed impeachable offenses by Trump, committed not once but over and over again. These include constant “obstruction of justice,” which his former national security aid, John Bolton, described “as a way of life in the White House.”


I relayed these counts, written in ready-to-go legal language, in a lengthy telephone conversation with Speaker Pelosi, whom I’ve known since she entered Congress. She listened respectfully and replied that she wanted “airtight cases” as she believed the impeachment over the Ukraine offense to be. I explained how other impeachable offenses were airtight and in plain sight— such as ignoring over 120 congressional subpoenas and other offenses with far greater “kitchen-table” impact on the citizenry than the more remote Ukraine count. Further, I urged, more counts would force GOP Senate majority leaders to call a variety of witnesses who would cast the president and the GOP in a very bad light. For example, Trump systemically stripping away enforcement and enforcers from protecting the health, safety, and economic well-being of all the people would be hard to defend. Her voice told me she felt she had her hands full, and she could not take on such a mass of indictments, which she could get through the House, but which would consume her time and attention to the detriment of other pressing matters. My impression is that she was satisfied with a House impeachment and did not want to use the political capital and evidence amassed by several ongoing investigations by four of her House committees for a conviction in the Senate—even if she could get it—to expel a sitting president before an election year. Even trying to get to a Senate conviction that would lead Trumpsters into the riotous streets, as Trump had previously warned would happen, was too disruptive a scenario in her mind, not to mention the vitriol that would come down on her and the Democratic Party from Trump’s hateful hordes. She is a politician after all, and had had more than her share of hate directed relentlessly at her persona. She didn’t hold back, however, during our conversion—at one time she exclaimed: “He’s [Trump] a liar, a thief, and a crook. He should be in prison.”


Earlier, Bruce Fein and I had visited the offices of Jamie Raskin, Jim McGovern (then chair of the House Rules Committee), and Jerry Nadler, chair of the House Judiciary Committee, among others. They all sympathized with our case for expanding the number of impeachment counts. A quietly exasperated Jerry Nadler told us in his office that additional impeachment counts were drafted and directly sent to Speaker Pelosi, but to no avail. Mark Green and I had just published a comprehensive book on Trump’s business and political career, Fake President, which helped authenticate our impeachment proposals. But impeachment did not exhaust our strategies to arrest Trump’s lawlessness. We also urged the House and Senate to employ their inherent contempt power to summarily sanction Trump’s defiance of congressional subpoenas with fines or detention without the protracted delay of seeking a federal court order demanding compliance. All this took a lot of effort on Capitol Hill, and all we got back in return was the shoulder shrug expression “It’s up to Nancy.” A couple of lawmakers substituted the word “Commander” for Nancy. It was well known that Speaker Pelosi preferred the more suave Representative Adam Schiff of California over Judiciary Committee Chairman Nadler (D-NY) as the House Managers for the Senate impeachment trial of President Donald J. Trump. Many viewed Schiff as being more compliant with Pelosi’s limited scope for impeachment. Schiff also had more experience as a prosecutor than Representative Nadler.


We didn’t stop with Congress. I made dozens of calls to congressional reporters, legal reporters, editors, and columnists of the major newspapers and the so-called independent media. The message we received back, in various phrasings or non-responses, was that unless our expansion of the impeachment counts received traction among members of Congress, what we were proposing, never mind the documentation, was not newsworthy.


I was left with my weekly columns, which commenced in January 1971. My columns about Trump started with what seemed to me to be persuasive negative information—Trump’s open, brutish admission of assaulting women and the two dozen credible accusations by women charging him in convincing detail with assault and battery. All this was well-known to members of Congress, yet there were no investigations and no public hearings regarding probable felonies, crimes, and impeachable offenses. Representative John Conyers and Senator Al Franken were pressured to resign from Congress amid a media uproar over accusations far, far less egregious and infrequent than those of the serial violent misogynist sitting in the White House. Had the bully and sexual predator become too terrible to challenge, too much of an unrepentant criminal sexual marauder gravely abusing his power and public trust, to justify impeachment and removal from office? Such offenses are rooted in state statutory criminal laws. In addition, he paid hush money to a porn star late in the election year of 2016, which is itself a violation of federal campaign laws and comes with criminal penalties. A few congressional legislators publicly condemned Trump and recommended investigations to hold him accountable. Then there was an interminable silence going into the presidential election year. There was no time to lose. I composed a lengthy letter “to the women in Congress” (at the suggestion of some male legislators) and personally delivered it to some 105 offices, overwhelmingly those of women, in the House of Representatives (the Senate was Republican controlled). Hour after hour I went in and out of House offices, identifying myself and leaving the letter with the receptionist or on occasion meeting with women staffers. I saw their frustrated, reddened faces and moistened eyes when inaction regarding this outrageous, repulsive behavior was urgently raised with them directly. Overall, the response in the offices where staff chose to discuss this sexual violence broke down into, “It’s all up to Nancy,” whose staff also received the letter, or “It won’t do anything because he’s Teflon,” or “We don’t need all the hassle and hate mail.”


In the succeeding days, I waited for any responses from the over one hundred legislators. There came five polite acknowledgments but with no comment. My follow-up telephone calls to Nancy Pelosi, Jackie Speier, Maxine Waters, and other senior members resulted in messages taken and not returned. Similar disinterest followed my conversations with reporters who had covered Trump’s transgressions earlier. Even women’s group leaders had given up on anything affecting this recidivist, hardened, browbeating lout. This brutish record, it turned out, was not even used by the Democrats in the November presidential campaign. To recognize the moral decay over a short time, remember that a married Senator Gary Hart had to drop his presidential race against Walter Mondale in 1984 because he was photographed with a young woman on a motorboat in Florida.


My next effort was to have the Democrats firmly pick up what polls around the world have shown to be the number one revulsion about government—corruption. Trump displayed that trait without reservations, both as a dictatorial American führer and a flagrant violator of any laws, regulations, or constitutional restraints that should impede what he encapsulated in his July 2019 declaration: “I have an Article II, where I have the right to do whatever I want as President.” Well, he wasn’t kidding. Right up to January 6, 2021, and beyond. Having read his assertion of impunity, I was astonished that the Democrats didn’t pick it up and run with it to challenge this unprecedented asserting by the self-anointed dictator. Month after month, it was ignored. The media followed suit. Had the expectation level for Trump’s descent into lawlessness become so low, so banal, that it was not taken seriously even though it was being practiced openly? It is as if our collective national numbness can only muster the response of, “There he goes again,” and leave it at that. Or could it be that any of the many countervailing forces choose not to engage in a dogfight with Trump and his retaliatory frothings and slander by name which, remarkably, was amplified verbatim by the major media? Imagine the New York Times rarely gave Trump’s targets the right to reply in the pages of the paper.


Trump’s corruption is not just the traditional kind of enriching himself from his high office, of steering government contracts to his cronies, or of purging the civil service of law enforcement regulators going after his campaign contributors and business buddies. It is also the institutional corruption of appointing regulators whose desired task is to shut down their agencies, such as the federal cops on the Wall Street beat over at the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau. Or similarly paralyzing the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA),5 Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA),6 the Federal Trade Commission (FTC),7 National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA),8 and the Centers for Disease Control (CDC),9 even weakening nursing home protections10 and cutting inspections of food and drug imports.11 Trump pushed to slash budgets established to reduce preventable deaths, injuries, and illnesses. He appointed cronies to stifle the CDC12 while demanding budget cuts for the CDC13 and trivializing the emergence of the deadly COVID-19 pandemic, costing many American lives.14


In late February 2020, I wrote: “Whether it is the air you breathe, the water you drink, the vehicles you ride in, or the toxins in your workplace, Trump’s corporatist wrecking crew is running federal agencies into the ground. While corporate outlaws fill Trump’s coffers and hotels with riches, he gives them and his family huge tax escapes and starves infrastructure. The word ‘corruption’ cannot fully embrace how this foulmouthed, self-indicting megalomaniac is tearing apart our country, our democratic practices and our moral norms. Protections for children, the elderly, veterans and workers are all on Trump’s chopping block.”


The GOP is far more adroit in charging corruption against the Democrats for campaign purposes with far less material. From Thomas Dewey’s painting the Truman administration as corrupt in 1948, based on a couple of cases, to the current major highlighting of Hunter Biden’s use of the Biden name to reap profits, the GOP thinks the issue resonates with many voters. Despite numerous Trump appointees having to resign due to blatant malfeasance, the Democratic Party has chosen not to focus on such corruptions of public government. When it comes to this widely understood revulsion, the party rarely misses an opportunity to miss an opportunity. My conversations with numerous Democratic legislators on Capitol Hill were met with nodding acquiescence followed by tossing the ball to the clueless Democratic National Committee (DNC). Yet nothing keeps these lawmakers from making corruption a front-and-center issue in their own campaigns and press releases. Could it be the fear that Trump and his Trumpsters will retaliate by falsely charging them with fraud and crookery? The media regularly and supinely picked up and repeated Trump and company’s erroneous claims. The answer is that probably it’s on their mind as an inhibiting factor. Denying themselves such a modest profile of political moxie is inexcusable. Let someone else take the heat.


The Democrats do not have a strategy to counter Trump’s media usage. He worked to dominate the twenty-four-hour news cycle with outlandish charges, lies, lurid predictions, and gigantic boasts. As president, he openly said his tweets and other assertions had to be covered because they gave radio/TV/ social media higher ratings and more profits. No politician in American history came close to such 24/7 media saturation. He kept them amply supplied over three shifts.


On the other side, the Democrats haughtily declined to feed the media machine with rebuttals. Why lower themselves to his gutter, no one believes his crazed pronouncements, they thought. They failed to understand that veracity does not matter to people looking for emotional connections, to identify themselves with his prejudices, his recognition of their feelings of being abandoned by West Coast and East Coast elites. As one fifty-two-year-old factory worker moving from Ohio to Georgia told a reporter: “The media says Trump is crazy. But he’s saying things that I’m thinking. Does that mean I’m crazy?”


Such aloofness by the Democrats allowed Trump to dominate the media daily, sometimes by the hour. Just as liberals allowed talk radio to be dominated by Trump-touting right-wing talk shows day after day. There are few, if any, parallels in American history where one party had such a dominant, aggressive, partisan soliloquy of words concocting phony issues to cover its own absence of positions or records in the public interest.


Although intensifying, this imbalance in speaking to the public has been going on for a long time. In 2004, referring to this mismatch, author and former prominent Republican political analyst Kevin Phillips asserted that the “Republicans go for the jugular while the Democrats go for the capillaries.” This default was more than a failure of communication in the contest for the hearts and minds of voters. It has become a failure of conviction, a turning of the back on the values of the New Deal agenda for working families. An updated Democratic progressive agenda could provide the basis for a formidable contest with the GOP in basic bread-and-butter perceptions and realities. Consider the bland Democratic Party Platform, so flaccid that the GOP decided in 2020 not even to have a platform. Senator Mitch McConnell would tell inquiring reporters that he’d tell them about their agenda after the election. This political sneer could never have crossed McConnell’s lips were he confronted with vibrant, credible commitments to the people—a covenant for all the people—by the Democrats.





CHAPTER 2


Floundering Democratics


In the early weeks of 2022, Mark Green and I spoke many times about the many political vacuums that the Democrats were not filling, seemingly oblivious even to their existence. Mark was a lifelong Democrat, having run for office in New York several times, being elected New York City’s “Public Advocate,” and having narrowly lost to the extravagant spending of Michael Bloomberg for the office of mayor. More pertinently, he had authored or coauthored twenty-six books and edited the two bulging volumes on Democratic Party policies for the Bill Clinton and Barack Obama presidential campaigns. He observed that the Democrats were failing in not highlighting the terrible Republican votes in Congress, thereby defaulting on a cardinal principle behind winning politics—contrast and comparison. Surveys showed that such an approach gets out more of the vote than simply sending self-touting letters, postcards, or emails and making robocalls. Although I had persuaded Representative John Larson (D-CT), head of the House Democratic Caucus, in 2014 to post the worst votes by the GOP in the House (including voting to protect corporations that outsource American jobs overseas in violation of the National Labor Relations Act and weakening protections for battered immigrant women who are legally here),1 his highly usable list was not promoted by the Democratic National Committee (DNC) or the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee (DCCC) to the candidates in the field. This was just as inexplicable as was the paucity of Democratic lawn signs compared to those of the GOP in the swing states. In 2018, Jamie Raskin, tired of waiting for the Democratic Party, put out his own compilation titled “Outrageous Things the GOP House Majority Did in My First Term.”


Again, the Democratic Party and other candidates didn’t pick them up. If you’re asking, “Why not?,” the answer is that they felt no need to explain, or referred you to their consultants if they even bothered to respond. Any eager-beaver grassroots Democratic vote-getter needed such a list with clear descriptions of the bills the GOP opposed or proposed. The go-getter was left with what they could find with Google. If anything, the Democrats’ fundraising appeals were defensive in content (e.g., defend Social Security) and limited in number of issues. Based on their haughty belief that voters could not process more than a very few themes in the campaign, every two years, themes were poll-tested and singled out for endless repetition, to the exclusion of many other matters on the minds of hard-pressed individuals and families. Thus, in 2018, Nancy Pelosi decided that broadening the number of Americans with health insurance would do the trick. Well, it certainly helped, but why not diversify the menu for the majority of people who are insured or the millions without a livable minimum wage, say of $15 or more per hour. In 2022, following the Supreme Court Dobbs decision reversing Roe v. Wade, the Democrats ran very heavily on the woman’s right to choose. Polls decidedly favored that position. But it crowded out other appeals for changes and reforms in people’s minds. The independent voters and the many stay-at-home Democrats need to have more answers to their implicit questions as to why they should vote at all, why the election should matter to them personally.


Coming from years in the citizen movement, running a variety of citizen groups, Mark and I were keenly aware of another vacuum—a big yawning one. The Democratic Party behaved as if organized citizen communities didn’t exist and that it was not worth engaging with their ways and means of persuading the citizenry to act in their own self-interest.


Starting in January 2022, I began calling Democratic Party officials to see why they were ignoring what these groups have to offer over the entire range of substantive campaigning as if people matter first. To put it mildly, it was very hard to get through the voicemails, the screeners, and the preoccupation with raising money daily, hourly, always. From the party apparatchiks to the candidates, that was the obsession—outdialing the GOP for often the same dollars from the same special interests. About ten years ago, Representative Marcy Kaptur (D-OH) told me that during the election years, she would go to the House Democratic Caucus meetings, and from start to finish, all the talk was about raising money, meeting quotas, and being urged to spend more time going for the almighty dollars. She was distressed that the agendas, issues, and reforms and the needs of the people were simply not on the table. Given the accelerating surge in the sheer amount raised since then by both major parties, the laser-beam focus on getting ever more campaign cash is greater than ever, leaving the essential purposes of politics in a democracy languishing in the darkness. Pandering and staying mum on matters such as raising minimum wage, universal single-payer health insurance, curbing military contracting waste and bad military policies, the corporate crime wave, and certainly campaign finance reform, were a few of the agenda items not conducive to getting large donors and support of large secretive political action committees (PACs). It was as if Bernie Sanders’s historic breakthrough in 2016, raising huge campaign monies averaging twenty-seven dollars for each donor over the internet, was merely an addition to the customary ways of maxing out by individuals and PACs.


As the days passed, I saw once again the emergence of candidates trivializing their exalted potential who were unwilling to even wonder why they weren’t championing the grave issues of concentrated power impoverishing our country. It didn’t matter if candidates had safe seats or were running in competitive races. Their messages were flat and timid. Matters of peace or war, corporate commercial control, and the diminution of the role of the citizenry were not topics addressed before their audiences and conventions.


Ever since Representative Tony Coelho (D-CA) showed the Democratic Party in 1979 how easy it was to raise major money from commercial interests and their PACs, the consequences were rife and real. Coelho was chair of the House Democrats’ election campaign committee. In that position, he started the sharp downward slide of the Democratic Party, in the waning years of the Carter administration, toward corporatist capture. We lost major legislation, including a proposed effective consumer protection agency, in those two years—1979 and 1980. The signs, increased with the arrival of Reagan, a cruel man with a smile, who avoided responding to citizen groups. Democrats in the Congress showed less interest in public hearings and less interest in backing legislation protecting and advancing the interests of the traditional Democratic Party constituencies—workers, consumers, and low-income families and their health, safety, and economic well-being. Low morale settled in the minds of the most progressive lawmakers.


One was the fairly progressive Senator Paul Sarbanes (D-MD), whom I knew at Princeton before he became a Rhodes Scholar. As chair of the Senate Banking Committee, he should have been an active champion of long-delayed consumer protection hearings and legislation. At a meeting in his Senate office, I questioned his inaction in personal terms as his being “an underachiever.” He simply shrugged and said any bills wouldn’t go anywhere because Reagan would veto them. Going to the mat to build popular support and be stronger to prevail another day was not on his horizon. I had more than a few of these interactions with our supposed allies on Capitol Hill. They debilitated themselves and were rewarded with campaign cash—a surefire formula for complacency and isolation from the gestating civic community.





CHAPTER 3


Early Warnings


It is not my personality to become jaded, a trait which is bad for the requisite civic stamina over the long haul. In 1992 I talked with Steve Grossman, chairman of the Massachusetts Democratic Party from 1991 to 1992. As chair of the Massachusetts party, he had cleared the way for my getting on the Massachusetts presidential ballot in 1992 as a Democratic primary candidate. He was known as a progressive Massachusetts Democrat. From 1997 to 1999, he was the chairman of the Democratic National Committee (DNC). When he took this job, we discussed a wide range of necessary changes in our country’s political economy, and I handed him and his aide documentation, writings, and specific legislative wording behind each issue. Included were practical ways to empower the citizenry in their various roles as consumers, workers, environmentalists, patients, owners of the public commons, small savers, ratepayers, and more. The reception was encouraging as we showed that going with these missions seriously in the Democratic Party Platform was just, popular, and frugal. These issue and platform plank recommendations would answer the question, “Whose side are you on?” and show the Democrats were “siding with the people” regardless of their political labels.


To add a light touch, I gave Mr. Grossman a couple of copies of a cartoon paperback titled Why Dogs Are Better Than Republicans (1996) by the very witty Jennifer Berman. We departed with the assurance that after the staff had the time to digest and reflect on the materials, they would get back to us with their responses. A few days passed. The telephone rang from the DNC and a staffer asked if they could get more copies of Why Dogs Are Better Than Republicans. We obliged and sent them a dozen copies. We never heard from them again. They went incommunicado on the policy materials.


A few years later in December 2003, I received a call from Senator John Kerry (D-MA) who requested having dinner. We met in a private enclave at the Jefferson Hotel near the White House. I arrived first with an armful of similar reports, because I knew he was planning to run for the Presidency. Years earlier, as an ambitious Vietnam vet, he sought me out for a long afternoon chat in our offices, where I sensed his political energy. He came to our dinner and sat down with the abrupt declaration “I’m going to take on the bastard.” I recall thinking the word “the bastard” is an understatement in describing a world-class war criminal, like George W. Bush. (Well, Kerry had voted for the resolution supporting the Bush/ Cheney criminal invasion of Iraq.)


As the discussion continued, we were like two ships passing in the night. He seemed to be asking for my advice. I readily proposed what his candidacy should stand for and press forward in an open run with the people. What he really wanted was to persuade me not to run in 2004 because he said we were both on the same wavelength on so many issues. I politely indicated perhaps not, and that were I to run outside the Democratic Party, it would be to make it easier for someone like him to adopt progressive policies. We parted in a friendly manner, with his assurance that he would look through the materials I handed to him. That was pretty much it with Senator Kerry. Later I saw a television clip of his almost bellowing to a New Jersey business audience, “I am Not a Redistributionist.” In the midst of the 2004 presidential campaign, my campaign volunteers marched down to his campaign headquarters in Washington, D.C., with one major reform on each of twelve silver platters. Neither he nor, unfortunately, the media, was amused. Another effort unrequited by Thomas Jefferson’s Party.


There were other attempts to inform the Democrats that flopped. This was a party so marinated in corporate campaign cash, so compromised by viewing the military budget as a jobs program, so wedded to Wall Street, so willing to take for granted labor and minority support, that possibly the only way to wake them up was for them to lose big-time to the Republicans. The GOP obliged the Democrats again and again, by winning, but this didn’t awaken the Democrats.


During one of those roundtables on the Sunday morning network news show (around 2019) where the press turns to punditry, I heard the New York Times investigative reporter, Michael Schmidt, explain that the Democrats couldn’t seem to get their arms around Trump. Essentially the same observation came from Robert Weissman, president of Public Citizen, speaking about the national civic groups’ inability to get to Trump.


Mark and I thought we could throw some light on this seeming conundrum. The more outrageous Trump became with his howling lies and “twistifications” (Jefferson’s word) of realities, the more inoculated he was from conventional criticism. We wrote a book titled Fake President in 2019 that was unlike the covey of books about Trump. It was to be read and to be used to grasp Trump’s fakeries and corrupt practices so as to reach the Trumpsters themselves in terms of their own self-interest, awakening a sense that he did more than not deliver for their livelihoods. He betrayed his campaign promises made for blue-collar workers, and at their expense, while he enriched the super-rich. The next year we updated and refined its laser beams in Wrecking America: How Trump’s Lawbreaking and Lies Betray All. We thought, given our backgrounds of advocacy and candidacies, that the political reporters and the Democratic Party apparatus would take some notice. Our publisher, Skyhorse, sent out scores of these books to the requisite lists. Almost no one was interested. Especially silent were the Democratic operatives and the Democratic incumbents on Capitol Hill. They knew all about Trump and still couldn’t believe his supporters would continue to wake up each day believing his nutty tweets. What these people were lacking was that level of humility that could have provided them with the necessary curiosity, imagination, and tactical judgment—independent of their control-freakish consultants who, of course, also knew it all. If you had any doubts, all you had to do was ask them.


I decided to write an op-ed on why Trump voters were still sticking with him through thick and thin, through his daily distracting wordplay and media exposés, a small number of which would have doomed a conventional politician in the polls if not before a grand jury. It was written with a little tongue in cheek—too much so for the Washington Post and the New York Times. But the Boston Globe’s op-ed editor Marjorie Pritchard published it.1 My points showed how Trump had connected with his supporters’ egos, their emotional identities, their sense of grievance over their abandonment. Once they locked their sense of identity with his rhetoric of victimhood and their loss of status and power, taken away by an increasingly multiethnic populace, it was very difficult to unlock their adhesion to his personality of defiance, promise, and restoration. Recall his “I alone can fix this.” For Trump followers to separate themselves from his flawed vison would require them to go outside Donald’s frames of reference. They would need to accept that the problems of our political economy cannot be solved with pompous slogans and dog whistles that pit people against each other.


Ever since Hillary Clinton blew hundreds of millions of dollars on saturation television ads in 2016 repeating the refrain that “Donald Trump isn’t fit to be president,” the Democrats still can’t find the handle. Many still cling to the fervent belief that some forthcoming disclosure, some over-the-cliff faux pas, some over-the-top racist tumble, some revealed bribe, some lawsuit by the IRS, or a Department of Justice prosecution will bring him down. Trump, it turns out, has a better read of why his supporters stick with him. He turns any detracting news into the latest elaboration of his victimhood, and tells his flock that he is defending not only himself but them, from similar persecution and degradation. “They’re not coming for me,” he would say at his rallies. “They’re coming for you. I’m just standing in their way.”


In 2023, when his indictments began, he asserted he needed “one more indictment” to seal his victory in 2024. Clearly such a unique figure in America’s political history deserved some unique oppositional thinking. In a discussion about Trump’s survivability and his tendency to become even stronger with time with Speaker Nancy Pelosi, she noted that polls showed the only crack in his base of backers was that many didn’t think he delivered on his promises. (They were amenable, though, to his scapegoating.) She had no other explanations, adding that she could hardly bear to be in the same room with the Trumpsters and their nasty closed minds.


During his term in office, Trump confounded the Democrats by holding on and expanding his base a little, despite the tumult that exploded from his delays and denials regarding the COVID-19 pandemic and his ridicule of the medical scientists as he suggested people might try drinking bleach to stop contagion.
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