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For Diane: my love, my life.


And for our sons: John, Billy, Charlie, and Patrick—you give my life meaning. Your activism, your patriotism, your idealism, your enthusiasm, your brilliance—and that of your generation—will save us.










CHAPTER 1 MEA CULPA



What I Got Wrong in 2016


Everyone got 2016 wrong, so I am in good company. But that is small consolation. Here’s what I got wrong the last time, and how to avoid repeating this fatal mistake in 2020.


I forgot Bill Clinton’s First Law of Politics, taught to me a quarter-century ago by the smartest political mind I’ve ever known: elections are about the lives of the voters, not the candidates’ lives. When we were mired in scandal—either real or manufactured—Clinton would inevitably look at me and say, “If we make this about the voters’ lives instead of mine, we will both be better off.”


I knew this in 2012. I was an adviser to the pro-Obama super PAC Priorities USA. We had voluminous research on Romney, and one thing was clear from the jump: he is a man of good character. Fine. (Also, great hair, which sent Carville and me into jealous fits.)We weren’t interested in attacking his character. My experience in campaigns against people like George H. W. Bush (another man of upstanding character with whom I had important political and policy disagreements) had taught me that attacks on issues are far more effective than personal attacks.


With character attacks ruled out, we decided to define Romney as a rapacious financier who had gotten wealthy in part through business deals that sometimes hurt the middle class. As the top man in the private equity firm Bain Capital, Romney played a role in scores of deals. Some of them, truth be told, were terrific. Great companies like Staples owe their existence in part to Romney and his firm. But this was a campaign and he was the opponent. We didn’t mention Romney’s good deals. We figured he’d do that.


But there were other deals, like the paper plant in Marion, Indiana. Bain had bought a paper plant, loaded it with debt, drove it into bankruptcy, then laid off all the employees, canceled their health care and pensions, and left the town a desiccated shell. We sent a camera crew to Marion. We interviewed a carpenter from the plant named Mike Earnest. (I know: somewhere Charles Dickens is smiling.) Mike told his story: one day the boss told him to build a stage on the shop floor; the new owners were coming to town and wanted a team meeting. So, Mike and the boys built that stage, and Romney’s suits stood on that stage, closed the company, and laid off every worker. Mike, who truly was earnest, looked in the camera and said, “I didn’t know it at the time, but when I was building that stage, I was really building my coffin.” GOP strategist Frank Luntz called it the most effective ad of 2012. Barack Obama won a second term. (In truth, he would have won without me or our ad; he is that talented. But I am proud to have played a small role in his winning a second term.)


But when 2016 came around, I took my eye off the ball. This time around, our super PAC took as its mission electing Hillary Rodham Clinton, someone I have known and loved for more than a quarter century. And her Republican opponent, Donald Trump: well, I could not stand him.


I was so shocked by Donald Trump’s sewer-level character that I could not avert my eyes. Look! He’s saying POW John McCain (R-AZ) was not a hero, because he was captured. Look! He’s mocking a reporter’s physical disability. Look! He’s bragging about grabbing women by the… well, you know.


We made ads about those outrages. Our first ad—I loved it—featured people, mostly women, wearing T-shirts bearing various pictures of Trump, unsmiling, often mid-shout. They lip-synced while the audio track repeated some of Trump’s most odious vulgar comments: “There was blood coming out of her eyes, there was blood coming out of her… wherever.” A man has his arm around a woman (presumably his partner) and looks on in astonishment as she mouths these words of Trump’s: “Does she have a good body? No. Does she have a fat ass? Absolutely.” A young father stands with his daughter and lip-syncs as Trump’s distinctive voice says, “If Ivanka weren’t my daughter, perhaps I’d be dating her.” A white-haired woman throws her hands up in anger as Trump’s bellow comes out of her mouth: “And you can tell them to go [BLEEP] themselves!”


We ran another ad, designed to shock the conscience of the electorate—especially Christians. The ad featured a girl in Columbus, Ohio, named Grace, who was born with spina bifida. We see a photo of her as a newborn, with tubes coming out of her. Then as an infant, sleeping peacefully, with a simple wooden cross next to her in her crib. Finally, we see her as a child, shooting hoops from her wheelchair. The ad then shows Trump mocking the physical disability of a journalist. Even years later, it is appalling. Grace’s mother says, “The children at Grace’s school know never to mock her. And so for an adult to mock someone with a disability is shocking.” Grace’s father, his eyes heavy with disappointment, says, “When I saw Donald Trump mocking someone with a disability, it showed me his soul, it showed me his heart. And I didn’t like what I saw.”


Spoiler alert: Trump won white evangelicals by an astonishing 80–16 margin, narrowly breaking the record held by George W. Bush, who is an actual, honest-to-goodness born-again Christian.


We attacked Trump for paying zero dollars in federal taxes. Trump’s response, “That makes me smart.” He also did better than Romney with voters making less than $50,000.


We attacked his racist rhetoric about immigrants: “They’re bringing drugs, they’re bringing crime, they’re rapists.” “We’re going to have a deportation force.” Trump got 1 percent more of the Latino vote than Mitt Romney had in 2012.


We attacked his misogynistic comments, including his infamous Access Hollywood remarks. “She ate like a pig.” “When I come home and dinner’s not ready, I go through the roof.” “I moved on her like a b—h.” Trump won just 3 percent fewer female voters than Romney.


We attacked his racist remarks, including his refusal to disavow former KKK leader David Duke: “I know nothing about David Duke, I know nothing about white supremacists.” “Oh! Look at my African American over here!” “You’re living in poverty, your schools are no good, you have no jobs.” Trump exceeded Romney’s percentage of the African American vote, albeit by a measly 2 percent.


In a particularly poignant ad, we featured former Indiana governor Joe Kernan, who, like John McCain, was a POW in Vietnam. The ad featured Trump denigrating McCain: “He’s a war hero because he was captured. I like people that weren’t captured.” In a soft but steely voice, Kernan says, “What Donald Trump said about members of our military who have been captured is a disgrace,” and as he shakes his head, the war hero Kernan says, “He’s unfit to be president.” Trump defeated Hillary by 27 percent among veterans, surpassing Romney’s 20-point margin from 2012.


I admit it: I didn’t get Trump. Didn’t see the appeal. And I usually have a pretty good eye for political talent. From the first time I saw him in my home state of Texas, I always knew George W. Bush was enormously likable. And everyone who ever met the young Bill Clinton and Barack Obama came away predicting they’d be president. But I did not appreciate Trump’s greatest gift—the ability to slip a punch; to avoid the collapse that any other politician would have suffered if they’d done and said half of the vicious, foul things Trump has. In short, I didn’t realize he was Teflon Don.


I came to understand why only after the election. I was riding around Houston with my brother David. He’s spent his career in construction, where he’s built a successful business. He’s my big brother, so I’ve always known that David was smarter than me, but I’d deluded myself into thinking I knew more about politics. As we sat in traffic on Loop 610, he gave me this epiphany about the election: “You treated Trump like a politician. He’s not. He’s a reality TV star. So when he got caught lying, it wasn’t because he’s a lying politician; he’s just a bullshit artist on TV. When he said outrageous things, he was just being provocative for ratings.”


Dear God, David was right.


I saw Trump as a politician: a candidate, a nominee, a potential president. Much of America saw him as a swaggering CEO, even if his boardroom was a cardboard set. His many outrageous statements were met with eye rolls or even laughter. Much of America was shocked and repulsed, to be sure. But a significant percentage of Americans just thought, There he goes again! I wonder what The Donald is gonna say on the show next week?


My Hollywood friends have a name for this: they call it a Pre-Aware Title. A pre-aware title is something the audience is already familiar with. Think of the Lego movie. Even if you’ve never seen it, you know what Legos are. Or Iron Man XII: you know what you’re getting there. But a movie called Harold and Maude, well, we have no idea what that is when we first hear the title. Hollywood is replete with pre-aware titles because they sell. And the studio doesn’t have to pay tens of millions of dollars to introduce the audience to the lead character. It is only a matter of time before we get a Play-Doh movie.


A great many of Trump’s savage, obscene character flaws were already known to the audience. Or at least they were assessed less critically because they came from a man whose flamboyance earned him a place in your living room every Thursday night for fourteen years.


Boy, that was a depressing recap.


But I go through all of that not to depress you—although if right now you want to set this book aside for a long, tall glass of Zoloft, I understand. And lest you get too bummed out—or think I’m a total idiot—allow me to remind you of a very important number: 2,864,974. That’s how many more votes Hillary received than Trump. If We, the People actually got to pick our president, my friend Hillary would be ramping up for her reelection campaign right now. As you’ll see in chapter 7, I hate the Electoral College, and I have some thoughts on how to put the people in charge of picking the president. But for now, rather than complain to each other about how unfair the system is, let’s focus on how to win.


I want us to learn from this dreary history—to ensure we are not doomed to repeat it. What should we have done? Well, I had a revelation, much like the one I had listening to my brother. It was a revelation about what really matters to voters, and why Trump won.


About three sleepless weeks after the election, it came to me. I thought about a farm family in Wisconsin, where my wife was born. They work their hearts out, rising before dawn to milk the cows, repair the tractor, clear the snow, or harvest the corn. Wisconsin being a swing state, they would have certainly seen our ads. I can imagine the family’s matriarch (let’s call her Esther) being shocked and turning to her husband (call him Ralph) and saying, “Well, Ralph, we can’t have a man like that as our president!” The God-fearing, patriotic, kind, generous people of the rural Midwest could never countenance such a thoroughly awful person.


But then, in my imagination, a day before the election, Ralph sees Trump on TV shouting about ending unfair trade deals and saving manufacturing. He promises to take care of farmers and veterans. Esther is skeptical, but Ralph turns to her and says, “Well, ya know dear, he’s not gonna grab YOU by the privates. But he just might reopen that factory that laid off our boy Harold.”




Here’s what I got wrong: I made it about Trump’s life instead of Ralph and Esther’s. We should have made ads like the ones we made against Romney. Mitt is a fundamentally good person who had some business deals that hurt him politically; Trump is an awful person of the lowest character. And he had a lot more business deals that screwed working people. We should have filmed the plumbing contractors he drove out of business when he wouldn’t pay his bills. The housekeepers and cooks and blackjack dealers who lost their jobs when his casinos went bankrupt. The undocumented workers he used and abused at his golf courses. The veterans who lost tens of thousands of dollars on a worthless “degree” from Trump University. We should have shown how Trump has hurt people like you.





I focused too much on Trump and too little on voters. I fell into the Trump Trap.










CHAPTER 2 CORONAVIRUS



Now Elections Are a Life-and-Death Decision


As we saw in the previous chapter, I lost focus in 2016. For strategists like me, the campaign against Trump was focused on Trump’s flaws, not on voters’ lives. I did not connect them for folks; failed to show how Trump’s personal failings could harm you.


The COVID-19 pandemic did just that. More than any message or strategy, the deadly virus exposed the spectacular risk of having an inexperienced, stupid liar in the White House. The coronavirus has changed our politics fundamentally. Not a single one of the ways it has changed our politics is to Trump’s benefit. It’s as if all his chickens have come home to roost at once.


Let me put it bluntly: more Americans are getting sick, and more Americans will die, because of Donald Trump’s ignorance, arrogance, and incompetence. Let me count the ways things have changed.


Politics Is No Longer Merely a Spectacle


I’m the guy who coined the phrase “Politics is show business for ugly people.” It stuck because it’s somewhat funny, and also more than a little bit true. No more. The days of Donald Trump entertaining 40 percent of the country and enraging 60 percent with his florid histrionics, his open racism, and his insulting lies are over. They ended on January 19, 2020, when a thirty-five-year old man walked into an urgent care clinic in Snohomish County, Washington. He had just returned from visiting family in Wuhan, China. He had a fever, cough, fatigue. This was the first reported case of the coronavirus, or COVID-19, in the United States.


Back at his Mar-a-Lago resort, Donald Jumbo Trump spent the morning playing golf. He then flew to Austin, Texas, where he addressed the American Farm Bureau Federation. He gave a typically meandering, narcissistic speech and concluded by saying, “We’re the greatest country anywhere in the world, and we’re taking care of you.” We’re taking care of you. Right. At that moment, the Trump administration was doing anything but taking care of us.


We don’t know whether Trump was briefed on that first US coronavirus case. But he and his administration had already done a lot on the issue of pandemic response. A lot of damage.


In April 2018, Trump fired Tom Bossert, his White House adviser for homeland security. Bossert had held a similar post in the George W. Bush administration and was known to be especially concerned with emerging threats—like pandemics. One assumes that’s because he did not want America to suffer a sneak attack from a virus the way we had from terrorists when Bush was president.


A month later, Trump fired the pandemic response team that President Obama had created at the White House’s National Security Council. Fired ’em all. These were not political hacks. Led by Rear Admiral Tim Ziemer, they were professionals who knew how to protect America. On the day Admiral Ziemer and his team were canned, Ron Klain, Obama’s Ebola czar and an absolute genius, tried to warn us. Klain told the Huffington Post that the firing was occurring even as Ebola was flaring up again in Congo—and that in addition to firing the NSC pandemic team, Trump had sacked other pandemic experts and was trying to cut funding for pandemic defense. “Proposing a rescission of Ebola contingency funds on the very day that a new Ebola outbreak is announced is badly misguided,” he said, with characteristic Klain prescience. “Forcing out the two top officials in charge of pandemic response at the White House—Tom Bossert and Tim Ziemer—is even worse. Doing it all at the same time shows a reckless disregard for the dangers we face.” “Reckless disregard.” That should be Trump’s Secret Service code name.


The woman who’d held the NSC pandemic response post under Obama, Beth Cameron, called Adm. Ziemer’s firing “a major loss for health security, biodefense, and pandemic preparedness. It is unclear in his absence who at the White House would be in charge of a pandemic.” This, she said, is “a situation that should be immediately rectified.”


But Trump was not through disarming America’s pandemic response capabilities. He cut the pandemic prevention budget of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention by 80 percent in 2018. One of the reasons the 2014 Ebola outbreak in West Africa did not become a global pandemic is because, through Ron Klain and others, President Obama decided to fight the virus over there so we would not have to fight it over here. Trump inherited a CDC that was forward-deployed in forty-nine countries. That funding was essential for training health care workers, improving labs, expanding emergency care—all the things you’d want to be doing to keep a virus from going viral. Trump’s draconian budget cuts forced the CDC to abandon or drastically reduce efforts in thirty-nine of those forty-nine countries. One of the countries where we dramatically scaled back our efforts was China. And the virus came.


Experience Matters


Instead of highly trained, experienced medical and scientific SWAT teams protecting us, we were left with Pres. Trump and Vice President Mike Pence. Turns out you can’t lie away a virus any more than you can pray away the gay. But you gotta hand it to Trump, he sure tried. (Not on the gay-pray thing, just lying about coronavirus.) On February 26, with the official count at just fifteen US cases but global health officials already warning of a worldwide pandemic, Trump said that in a few days the US number of cases would be zero. He should have understood the geometric progression a virus would have when no human being has immunity against it. He should have sprung into action. He should have followed the Obama-Biden-Klain Ebola playbook. He should have protected us. He did not.


By March 2020, the stock market had tanked, layoffs had skyrocketed, grocery shelves had been emptied, schools had been closed, bars and restaurants had been closed to in-house customers, hospitals were at risk of being overrun, and medical professionals were already running out of personal protective equipment—the exact things that happen in a pandemic. Trump blabbered one of his patented falsehoods, saying that the pandemic “just surprised the whole world.” A few weeks earlier, he had said that the virus was “an unforeseen problem. What a problem. Came out of nowhere.”


No, Mr. Trump, it did not come out of nowhere. It came out of China. One of the thirty-nine countries the CDC had to pull back from because of your budget cuts.


Donald Trump is the first president in all of American history with no prior experience in government or the military. For many of his supporters, that lack of experience was a blessing. Now it looks like a curse. Perhaps if, like Ron Klain, Trump had helped prevent a pandemic, or if, like Hillary Clinton, he’d had vast experience in government, he might have seen this coming. But here’s the thing about being president: you don’t have to know everything, because you have access to the world’s foremost experts on everything. I saw Bill Clinton gorge himself on this intellectual feast on a daily basis. You want to know everything about how many bananas Europeans buy from Ecuador each year? We can get you a briefing on that. (That was actually a thing in the nineties. Clinton became an expert in the banana wars.)


So even if Trump did not have personal knowledge of how to prevent pandemics, he had experts who did. But he fired them. Or, at least, a lot of them. This went beyond the normal turnover of political appointees that happens with every change of presidents. Trump, as we have seen, shuttered entire programs designed to protect us from pandemics. Why didn’t any of his senior advisers or cabinet officials warn him? In fairness, we don’t yet know whether they tried. I suspect when this god-awful presidency is over there is going to be a spate of books from former Trump officials trying to whitewash their legacy. There will be entire libraries of books, all with the title I Tried to Warn Him.


The Obama team, pros to the end, did try to warn him. Or at least his top people. In order to bring the new Trump team up to speed on the threat of a pandemic, Lisa Monaco, Obama’s top homeland security adviser, organized a remarkably thorough and prescient simulation of what a pandemic would look like. It is stunning how accurately Monaco’s war game anticipated the real thing. “We modeled a new strain of flu in the exercise,” she told the New York Times, “precisely because it’s so communicable. There is no vaccine, and you would get issues like nursing homes being particularly vulnerable, shortages of ventilators,” and more. The exercise, dubbed Crimson Contagion, included twelve states, as well as the federal government. It was a big deal. And it quickly demonstrated the chaos to come. Federal officials didn’t know who was in charge. Localities didn’t know whether to cancel school. Hospitals didn’t know how much equipment they would need or where they could obtain it. By the end, 110 million Americans had, in the exercise, fallen ill; 7.7 million were hospitalized; 586,000 were dead.


I have participated in a war-game simulation. It scared the crap out of me. But few war games end with nearly 600,000 Americans dead—a total that dwarfs US deaths in World War II. We have not seen that level of mass death in America since the Civil War. Monaco told the Times she was impressed by how seriously Bossert took the exercise. But he was gone by the time the coronavirus struck. So were most of the other Trump officials who had participated. Gen. John F. Kelly, Trump’s first secretary of Homeland Security and second chief of staff: gone. Rex Tillerson, Trump’s first secretary of state: gone. Rick Perry, Trump’s first energy secretary: also gone. Oops. In fact, the Times reported, “by the time the current crisis hit, almost all of the leaders at the table—Mr. Tillerson, Mr. Kelly and Mr. Perry among them—had been fired or moved on.”


If Trump himself had been more experienced at governing, or if he’d kept some senior officials longer than one or two Scaramuccis, or if he’d surrounded himself with true pros, not sycophants and sons-in-law, things might have been different.


Honesty Matters


The truth hurts, they say. But lies hurt more. I call it Trump Respiration: he inhales oxygen and exhales lies. That is infuriating on a day-to-day basis. It is alarming in a crisis. Every crisis communications professional will tell you that credibility is the coin of the realm. You fight fear with facts, and facts should be sacred in a crisis. The credibility of the White House—and especially of the president of the United States of America—is a precious national resource. Trump has squandered it with an almost diseased disregard for the truth.


Some of his lies are simply self-justifying: “Nobody knew there would be a pandemic or epidemic of this proportion.” Others, however, are dangerous. Consider these lies—total fabrications that people may have relied on, to their detriment:




	“Anybody who wants a test gets a test.” Trump said this the day after Vice President Mike Pence had admitted, “We don’t have enough tests today to meet what we anticipate will be the demand going forward.”


	
The coronavirus is “a problem that’s going to go away.” He said that while in India, as the contagion was spreading rapidly in the United States.


	The United States, he said, is “rapidly developing a vaccine.” And we would “essentially have a flu shot for this in a fairly quick manner.” False. No sooner was that lie out of Trump’s mouth than Dr. Anthony Fauci, the director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, corrected him, patiently explaining that a vaccine was twelve to eighteen months away, at best.


	“Ebola, you disintegrated, especially at the beginning. You got Ebola, that was it. This one is different, much different. This is a flu. This is like the flu.” A lie stacked on another lie. Ebola did not cause people to disintegrate. That’s from Star Wars, which is (and some of you are gonna hate me for saying this) not real life. Although Ebola is more lethal than coronavirus, it is also much less communicable, as transmission only takes place through bodily fluids. More important, coronavirus is not like a flu. Coronavirus is novel; it’s new. No human has had it before this outbreak. Flu has been around in many forms for many decades. We have a vaccine for flu. We do not for coronavirus. (See the previous lie.) We have antiviral treatments for flu. We do not for coronavirus. And it appears the mortality rate for coronavirus is significantly higher.


	“The Democrats are politicizing the coronavirus. They’re politicizing it… And this is their new hoax.” Golly. This is so offensive. Democrats’ deep and desperate concern about the coronavirus is not a “hoax.” It is prudent public health policy. In fact, I was agitated at the Democrats for not telling people about Trump’s complicity in the escalation of the pandemic due to his incompetence, dishonesty, firings, and budget cuts.


	By the time 100 Americans had been diagnosed and 12 had died, Trump said the number of cases “within a couple of days is going to be down close to zero. That’s a pretty good job we’ve done. We’re going very substantially down, not up.” Do I even have to fact-check that? No, the number of cases did not go down. They went up catastrophically. Because that’s what happens in pandemics.


	After the World Health Organization reported that “globally, about 3.4 percent of reported COVID-19 cases have died,” Trump told Fox News’s Sean Hannity, “I think the 3.4 percent is really a false number—and this is just my hunch.” Of course, death rates vary greatly from one country to another. There are a lot of variables. But Trump’s “hunch” is not one of the factors that epidemiologists consider.


	Trump suggested people who are infected by the virus might benefit from going to work. “If we have thousands or hundreds of thousands of people that get better just by, you know, sitting around and even going to work—some of them go to work, but they get better.” This is dangerous. The CDC says people should do the exact opposite: “People who are mildly ill with COVID-19 are able to isolate at home during their illness. You should restrict activities outside your home, except for getting medical care. Do not go to work, school, or public areas. Avoid using public transportation, ride-sharing, or taxis.”


	“There is a theory that, in April, when it gets warm—historically, that has been able to kill the virus.” A lie. First, there is no evidence the virus dies out when the weather gets warm. In fact, numerous cases appeared in the Southern Hemisphere, where it was considerably warmer than in the United States or China. Second, there is no “history” to refer to. It is called a novel coronavirus not because it’s a work of fiction but because it is new, unprecedented, without any history. Grrr.



	“It’s going to disappear. One day, it’s like a miracle, it will disappear.” I cannot peer into Mr. Trump’s soul. I have no idea how deep his faith is, or if he is a person of faith at all. But predicting the miraculous disappearance of the virus does little to help those infected, or those whose lives are upended by the threat.


	“Not only the vaccines, but the therapies. Therapies is sort of another word for cure.” Nope. No effective therapies existed for the coronavirus at that time.


	On March 19, 2020, Trump claimed that two antimalaria drugs, chloroquine and hydroxychloroquine, would be available to coronavirus patients “almost immediately.” He claimed that the drugs had been approved by the Food and Drug Administration for such treatment. Dr. Stephen Hahn, commissioner of the FDA, speaking after Trump at the same White House news conference, said no—that patients might be eligible for those medicines under the FDA’s “compassionate use” program—which allows patients to use an unapproved drug if they are seriously ill and no other treatment is available—but that the drugs have not been approved by the FDA and would not be available by prescription.


	The next day, Dr. Fauci was asked about the malaria drugs Trump had claimed showed “very encouraging early results.” Dr. Fauci did not mince words. “The answer is no,” he told Fox News’s John Roberts. “And the evidence that you’re talking about is anecdotal evidence… it was not done in a controlled clinical trial, so you really can’t make any definitive statement about it.” As soon as Dr. Fauci finished killing the canard, Trump walked up to the podium and resurrected it. “I’m probably more of a fan of that [chloroquine] maybe than anybody, but I’m a big fan, and we’ll see what happens. We all understand that the doctor is 100 percent correct, it’s early. But I’ve seen things that are impressive… Let’s see if it works. It might and it might not. I happen to feel good about it, but who knows? I’ve been right a lot.” No, you haven’t, you liar. In fact, the next time you are right about this pandemic will be the first. A chimp throwing darts at a wall of statements would hit something honest more often than you do.


	It is hard to describe how dangerous it is for a nincompoop like Trump to say things like that, or how courageous it is for a man of science like Dr. Fauci to stand in front of him and tell the world the emperor has no clothes.


	According to a count from CNN, Trump made thirty-three false claims about coronavirus between March 2 and March 15, a crucial time when Americans were seeking accurate information and making critical decisions about how seriously to take the virus. Alarmingly, even when he read a prepared script from the Oval Office, speaking from behind the historic Resolute desk, he was still misleading, telling Americans he was banning trade from Europe (“these prohibitions will not only apply to the tremendous amount of trade and cargo, but various other things as we get approval”). That was not accurate. Having helped write a great many presidential addresses, I know that when a president speaks from the Oval, the sanctum sanctorum of our democracy, every assertion must be 100 percent accurate. Not for Trump. Even in the most formal, official, staff-supervised settings, he misleads.


	
He claimed he had not shaken hands with anyone on his recent trip to India: false.


	He blamed Obama for the delay in testing, saying, “The Obama administration made a decision on testing that turned out to be very detrimental to what we’re doing. And we undid that decision a few days ago so that the testing can take place in a much more accurate and rapid fashion.” False. Experts contacted by CNN could not even imagine what Trump was referring to. Peter Kyriacopoulos, chief policy officer of the Association of Public Health Laboratories, told CNN, “We aren’t sure what rule is being referenced.”


	
He told reporters on March 6, “I hear the numbers are getting much better in Italy.” False. In the three days after Trump said that, the number of cases in Italy nearly doubled, and the number of deaths went up 100 percent.





Americans needed facts. Trump fed them fiction, falsehoods, and fibs. Many people may have relied on Trump’s happy talk and misinformation. There are an awful lot of people, good people, for whom Trump is a trusted source of news and information. When he misleads people, or simply gets facts wrong innocently, there can be consequences.


Trump’s Central Defense Is a Lie: His China Travel Ban Was Too Late


There is one action Trump points to as if it were decisive: his January 31 order banning foreigners from entering the United States if they had been in China the previous fourteen days. But the virus was already here by January 31; the first US case was on January 19. Plus his travel ban only applied to foreigners; Americans who had been in Wuhan could come home without testing, quarantine, anything. In fact, as the New York Times has reported, nearly forty thousand people came to the United States from China after Trump’s supposed travel ban.


Perhaps most important, Trump’s order banned flights that were already canceled. By the time he issued his Swiss-cheese ban (remember, it only applied to non–US citizens, as if only foreigners could carry the contagion into the United States), the major airlines—Delta, American, United—had already halted service from China to the United States.


Bizarrely, Trump claims Democrats attacked him for barring foreigners from China from entering our country. Another lie. He even went so far as to claim that Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer (D-NY) “didn’t like my early travel closings. I was right. He is incompetent!” It is a fib, a myth, a fabrication. A lie. Schumer said nothing of the kind. Aaron Blake of the Washington Post ran it to ground, surmising that Trump fell for a falsehood posted on conservative websites.


Instead of banning foreigners from getting on flights that had already been canceled, it would have been a good time to apply the lessons of Crimson Contagion: institute massive testing; ban public gatherings; distribute millions of masks, gowns, gloves, and other personal protective equipment; coordinate the federal, state, and local responses; order the navy to prepare their two world-famous hospital ships, the USNS Comfort and the USNS Mercy, for the pandemic. He could have ordered the US Department of Veterans Affairs to spring into action, the Army Corps of Engineers and the Seabees to plan for field hospitals. He could have gathered congressional leaders, business leaders, labor leaders, and academics to begin to project the economic and fiscal costs and prepare a plan. He could have used the power of the Defense Production Act to order factories to make more ventilators and other lifesaving supplies. But he didn’t. Instead, a week after the China travel ban he now touts, he was telling the American people, “I think the virus is going to be—it’s going to be fine.”


It was not fine.


As if that wasn’t bad enough, in February the Trump administration boasted about sending 17.8 tons of personal protective equipment—our American PPE—to China. He sent them our masks, our respirators, our gowns. When he tries to bash China now, keep in mind China didn’t steal our protective gear—Trump gave it to them.


The Trump Administration Was Warned


Worst of all, the US intelligence community specifically warned that the coronavirus posed a grave danger. The Washington Post described the early warnings as “ominous.” But, the Post said, at the very time the intelligence professionals were issuing those ominous warnings, Trump was downplaying the threat.


The intelligence reports described how the coronavirus could affect the entire planet, something that would require immediate and drastic action to prevent. But despite what the Post calls a “constant flow of reporting” about the threat from American intelligence, “Trump continued publicly and privately to play down the threat the virus posed to Americans.”


The timeline is crucial. If, as the Post reports, the warnings came in January, Trump did little to protect the public in that crucial first month. Fortunately, by the third week of January, diplomats were pulled out of Wuhan, China, where the contagion began. But otherwise, officials found it difficult to reach and engage Trump. Secretary of Health and Human Services Alex Azar had been briefed on discussions between Chinese and American health officials but could not get through to Trump for days or weeks. The Post further reported that Joe Grogan, the head of Trump’s Domestic Policy Council, sounded the alarm to acting chief of staff Mick Mulvaney in a January 27 meeting. Mulvaney then began convening meetings on the virus, but “officials said Trump was dismissive because he did not believe that the virus had spread widely throughout the United States.”


On February 19—more than a month after the system began, in the words of one official, “blinking red”—Trump was giving the American people happy talk. “I think it’s going to work out fine,” he said. “I think when we get into April, in the warmer weather, that has a very negative effect on that and that type of a virus.” On February 24, he tweeted, “The Coronavirus is very much under control in the USA.”


Who knows why? It could be that, as a salesman, Trump reflexively wanted to put a positive face on the news. It could be that he was worried about spooking the markets. It could be that, as the owner of golf resorts and other hospitality businesses, he did not want people to self-isolate, as it would hurt his bottom line. It could be, as some of Trump’s advisers told the Post, that Trump had too much faith in the honesty and accuracy of reports the world was receiving from China. Trump did vouch for the Chinese government and President Xi Jinping, tweeting on January 24:
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“China has been working very hard to contain the Coronavirus. The United States greatly appreciates their efforts and transparency. It will all work out well. In particular, on behalf of the American People, I want to thank President Xi!”
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Bailouts “R” Us


The pandemic, predictably, spurred an economic crash. Within weeks, stocks had lost all the gains they had made during the Trump presidency and then some. It was one of those situations where you can’t win for losing: the steps needed to protect public health—shutting down businesses, canceling travel, shuttering bars and restaurants—helped propel us into a recession. And vice versa: the more economic activity, the more the virus would be transmitted. No sensible person blames Trump for this conundrum. It is what he did, and failed to do, before and after the economic collapse that merits attention.


As we shall see in chapter 10, the Trump tax cut transferred $1.9 trillion of projected federal revenue into the pockets of corporate America. Before the coronavirus pandemic and attendant crash, while we thought we were still in a boom, Trump’s federal budget had a $1 trillion deficit. That’s the annual operating deficit, and that was when things were good. It was unconscionable for Trump to run those kinds of crushing deficits when the economy was strong, because it severely weakened our ability to respond to the crisis. John Maynard Keynes was right: deficits are good when times are bad; but they are bad when times are good. The countercyclical effect of federal deficits has been understood for a very long time, believe me. I helped President Clinton balance the budget in the late nineties. We did it knowing that while times were flush, we should pay down our debt so that we would have the option of relatively painless deficit spending when a crisis hit. Trump had the opposite view. Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell (R-Russia) told Trump that no one ever lost an election for spending too much. So Trump spent, mostly on corporate tax giveaways. We go into greater detail in chapter 10, but for now it is enough to note that Trump’s deficits meant that the radical spending needed once the pandemic struck would come at a much higher cost.


The reaction of the two parties was instructive. Republicans became socialists: calling for a half-trillion-dollar fund to bail out corporations. Democrats expressed dismay at the lack of transparency and lack of guarantees that corporations would not use taxpayer funds to enrich their shareholders and executives at the cost of their employees.


Trump is a Republican, but he is a Trump first, last, and always. And the Trump business empire (such as it is) is built on hospitality: hotels, resorts, golf courses. (Now that his casinos have gone bankrupt.) Before bailout legislation was even drafted, Trump was calling for federal assistance to hotels. “We’re also talking to the hotel industry,” he told reporters on March 9, 2020. “And some places, actually, will do well, and some places probably won’t do well at all. But we’re working also with the hotel industry.”


Now, I’m no expert, and it may well be that the hotel industry (a personal favorite of mine) needed a bailout. But how the heck does a president who is a hotel magnate promote bailing out, potentially, his own properties? By being shameless. Fortunately for the American people, Democrats were on guard. Sen. Chuck Schumer inserted a provision into the bailout bill that would bar Trump, other senior administration officials, and their families from benefiting from the bailout. Amazingly, the last minute before the vote, Schumer realized the provision he’d insisted on was missing. Just an oversight, he was assured. Right. Schumer held firm. For two hours he and his fellow Democrats refused to let the bill come up for a vote until their anticorruption (aka, anti-Trump) provision was put back in.


In Trump’s defense, if you can call it that, he also called for bailing out the oil and gas industry, where he has no known investments. But, still, it shows his priorities. When the elderly are at special risk, when vulnerable people are facing a potentially deadly virus, when doctors and nurses lack gowns and masks, his focus turned to the oil and gas industry? Really?


Yep. According to the Washington Post, which based its reporting on four people privy to internal Trump White House discussions, oil and gas were targeted for support. Perhaps coincidentally, the Post also reported, “One of the companies hardest hit was Continental Resources, founded by Harold Hamm, a Trump supporter and an adviser to the president on energy issues.”


Again, the conflicts and potential conflicts of interest are glaring. Apparently for Trump, even a pandemic, combined with an economic meltdown, are opportunities to feather your own nest, or the nests of your buddies.


Democrats had a different approach. They wanted federal aid to target health care workers especially, and working men and women generally. Rarely has the difference in the two parties’ priorities been more apparent. The taxpayers had already given corporations almost $2 trillion, thanks to the Republicans, who controlled the House, Senate, and White House in 2017. Corporations did not use the bulk of that money to invest in their people—to extend, for example, paid sick leave, or to subsidize child care for their employees. Nor did they set it aside in a rainy-day fund, as many well-run states do when they have a surplus. In just the first three quarters of 2018, corporations bought back a staggering $583.4 billion of their own stock—a 52.6 percent jump from the previous year, before the Trump tax cut. Democrats stood strong against subsidizing more stock repurchases, and insisted that the economic lifeline be extended to those most at risk of sinking: working people.


The final $2.2 trillion coronavirus rescue package bore the unmistakable stamp of the Democrats, who used their leverage to fight for people rather than lobbyists. Speaker Nancy Pelosi, who personally negotiated the bill with Trump treasury secretary Steve Mnuchin (R-Very Fine People), made sure that relief targeted those who were most affected: working families and the poor. She included a $260 billion investment in unemployment benefits, extending the lifeline for an additional thirteen weeks. She also beat back a coldhearted effort by Republicans to, as Pelosi put it, “claw back the $600 per week in added benefits… to the record number of Americans losing their jobs.” That’s right. Even as they were throwing hundreds of billions of your dollars at corporations, Republicans were trying to take back $600 a week from working people.


Pelosi pushed hard for—and won—a $200 billion emergency injection of funds into our besieged health system: rescuing hospitals, research facilities, health centers. She also secured $150 billion for state and local governments. Not enough, to be sure, but all she could get, given the GOP’s dominance of the Senate and the White House.


While Republicans focused on big business, Pelosi and the Democrats went all-in for small businesses, with a $377 billion relief package for the little guys and gals, along with expanded loan relief from the Small Business Administration. Pelosi also insisted that education get a $30 billion lifeline, and eliminated the tax on student loan repayment assistance by employers.


Perhaps most important, Schumer in the Senate and Pelosi in the House—with the unwavering support of their fellow Democrats—insisted on oversight, accountability, and transparency, especially in the half-trillion corporate bailout, which is controlled by the treasury secretary. Republicans caved. Taxpayer protections were included.


When Trump signed the $2.2 trillion bailout bill, he refused to invite Democrats. Typical Trump pettiness. Then, hours after signing the bill into law, he issued a statement proclaiming that he would not obey some of the provisions designed to protect taxpayers and prevent corruption. Typical Trump crookedness. Understandably concerned about the potential for waste, at the very least, or abuse, at worst, Congress had created a special inspector general to police the treasury secretary as he doles out a half-trillion dollars of our money. In his statement, Trump objected to the transparency and accountability provisions. “These provisions,” the statement said, are impermissible forms of congressional aggrandizement with respect to the execution of the laws.” First, let’s note that those are awfully big words for Donny, which means that someone wrote them for him. More important, those are a declaration of war against Congress’s authority to protect the taxpayers’ money. Why is he so afraid of oversight? Why would he block transparency? Why does he so bitterly oppose accountability?


The late William Goldman, who wrote the screenplay for All the President’s Men, penned these deathless words for Deep Throat: “Follow the money.” Following the money was the key to Carl Bernstein and Bob Woodward’s uncovering the corruption of Watergate. All of us who pay taxes have a right to follow the money we are entrusting to Trump to use to save our economy from the pandemic he failed to save us from.


The H-E-B Grocery Chain Took Early Action. Why Didn’t Trump?


H-E-B is a Texas-based grocery chain that anticipated and responded to the coronavirus plague faster, more effectively, and more humanely than Trump’s administration. As Texas Monthly reported, H-E-B has a full-time, year-round emergency preparedness director, since Texas gets hurricanes, tornadoes, and, yes, viruses. The folks at H-E-B were in touch with their supply chain partners in China as early as January 15, when the first reports of COVID-19 in Wuhan came to light. On that very day, as H-E-B was beginning to prepare for the pandemic, Trump was—amazingly—meeting with the Chinese. He hosted Vice Premier Liu He at the White House, where the two signed a trade deal and slobbered all over Chinese president Xi Jinping (“a very, very good friend of mine”), who didn’t even bother to attend.


Meanwhile, as the virus was spreading, someone was tracking it carefully. No, not the National Security Council’s pandemic response unit; Trump had fired them. Rather, the people tracking it included H-E-B, which has its headquarters in San Antonio. Justen Noakes, H-E-B’s emergency preparedness director, told Texas Monthly, “We modeled what had been taking place in China from a transmission perspective, as well as impact. As the number of illnesses and the number of deaths were increasing, obviously the Chinese government was taking some steps to protect their citizens, so we basically mirrored what that might look like [in Texas].”


Meanwhile, Trump careened wildly from denial through “hunches,” ran aground in grievances, contradicted scientists, berated journalists, and had a daily meltdown in the White House press room on live TV.


As he was lying and denying, H-E-B was planning and prepping; anticipating and responding. H-E-B activated its Emergency Operations Center in San Antonio, set up clear lines of authority, delegated responsibilities, and empowered employees. H-E-B knew that emergencies were inevitable, so they prepared. And when the coronavirus emerged, they quickly identified the threat. They trusted experts. They supported their people on the front lines. They adapted to changing exigencies. They built a spirit of camaraderie and cooperation on their team. They communicated with their suppliers, employees, customers, and communities.


H-E-B kept stores stocked and customers happy. They cared for their employees, and even pasted footprints on the floor to space their customers six feet apart in the checkout lines. Craig Boyan, H-E-B’s president, summed up his company’s grace under pressure and the effect it has had on his customers and neighbors: “The spirit of Texans and their treating H-E-B partners with the respect and pride that they do makes us feel fantastic. I drove by a church the other day in San Antonio that had a sign out front that said, ‘Thank an H-E-B checker.’ We’ve seen an outpouring of support for our partners and truck drivers that gives us a great sense of pride.”


In a crisis, as in combat, three Cs are essential: Command, Control, and Communications. H-E-B mastered all three. Trump instead demonstrated complete incompetence, total dishonesty, and chaotic management. He could never make it as a store manager for H-E-B. And your life is in his hands.


How Democrats Should Run on This


After a long time in Washington, I have learned this: anyone who says “Don’t play the blame game” is trying to avoid responsibility. Play the blame game. Demand accountability.


No, obviously, the virus was not caused by Trump; nor was Hurricane Katrina caused by President George W. Bush. But Trump’s response showed how unfit he is to lead a great nation. Heck of a job, Trumpy. When there is a market crisis, experts say, investors pursue a “flight to quality”; they move from riskier investments to safer ones. I think voters do the same. Democrats need to be the safer investment.


Joe Biden has emerged as the presumptive Democratic nominee because he is everything Trump is not: he is empathetic; Trump is narcissistic. He is unifying; Trump is divisive. He is experienced; Trump is a rookie. He believes in science; Trump trusts his “hunches.”


The coronavirus crisis is testing the central theme of this book: that the way to beat Trump is to focus less on Trump and more on the people who are hurt by his policies. One of the key lessons of the Trump presidency is, if you vote to tear down the system, it just might come crashing down on you.


It is essential for Democrats to show the American people that voting for Trump is not cost-free. It’s not a protest vote. You’re not sending a message. You’re hiring a commander in chief. Your job, your health, and your life will be fundamentally affected by who is elected president in 2020. It was deeply affected by the last election, and Democrats should explain how. Every voter should know that Trump fired the National Security Council’s pandemic response team. Every voter should know that he slashed the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s pandemic response budget by 80 percent. Every voter should know that he downplayed the threat, and botched the response. Every voter should know that his fig leaf about banning flights from China is a fib. Every voter should know that his dishonest, incompetent response to this crisis has had disastrous consequences.


Raise the stakes, Democrats. Tell folks this is not a reality show. This is not a spectator sport. This is not a spectacle. This is real and this is serious. Deadly serious.










CHAPTER 3 BUT TRUMP IS DIFFERENT



The Unique Challenges of Running Against Donald Trump


A central thesis of this book is that it is a trap to fixate too much on Trump. He is a narcissist. As such, he craves attention and will say or do anything to grab it. (And, according to his boasts, he will grab anything.) His actual policies have done very little to help the country: our water is dirtier, our air more polluted; our farmers are hurting, our working people dying before their time; our health care is costlier, our medicines out of reach; our leaders are more corrupt and our citizens are more divided. But the Trump Trap lures us into talking about him, not us.


This chapter outlines how he does it and how Democrats should counter it. Diversion is Trump’s superpower. This chapter is his kryptonite.


It’s Damned Difficult to Defeat an Incumbent President


First thing first. Trump loves the letter I. He uses the first person pronoun in nearly every sentence. I bet his favorite song is George Harrison’s “I, Me, Mine.” Of course, there are other I-words that come to mind: Incompetent. Indictable. Ineffective. Impeached.


But like it or not, Donald Jackalope Trump is also one other I-word: Incumbent. That status confers huge advantages. Like Air Force One and Marine One. Like the ability to stride the world stage. Like gathering people in the Rose Garden to sign legislation while the cameras carry it live. Like greeting the latest championship sports team, ensuring you lead the local news in that TV market.


In the last hundred years, incumbent presidents have faced the voters sixteen times. They have won twelve times. An incumbent president starts out, historically, with a 75 percent likelihood of winning. Here are the four who lost: Herbert Hoover, Gerald Ford, Jimmy Carter, George H. W. Bush. Notice anything? They each presided over a bad economy. Recession, depression, inflation, stagflation, unemployment: these are the incumbent’s enemy. Before the crash, the macroeconomy seemed strong: low unemployment, low inflation, steady growth, a roaring stock market. These conditions allowed presidents like Ronald Reagan and Bill Clinton to cruise to reelection. It does not look like Trump will have the economic winds at his back, to say the least. A depressed economy is bad for us all, of course, but it is especially bad for a president seeking reelection.


How important? Well, the last incumbent president with a strong economy to lose was William Howard Taft, in 1912. Poor Taft. He was Teddy Roosevelt’s handpicked successor, but TR couldn’t bear to be out of the White House. His daughter Alice Roosevelt Longworth said of Teddy, “My father always wanted to be the corpse at every funeral, the bride at every wedding, and the baby at every christening.” (Sound familiar?) Unable to bear seeing anyone else in the White House, Teddy started his own party, the Progressive (or Bull Moose) Party, and ran against both Taft and Democrat Woodrow Wilson. Teddy carried six states with 88 electoral votes, enough to outpace Taft, who only carried two states, but both men lost to Wilson in an Electoral College landslide. I don’t exactly see former Massachusetts governor Bill Weld, who is challenging Trump for the GOP nomination, playing the role TR did in 1912. Democrats are going to have to win on their own.


Even more remarkable, given the country’s appetite for change, we have had three two-term presidencies in a row. That has not happened since the founding generation, when Jefferson, Madison, and Monroe each served for two terms. Perhaps voters at the dawn of the nineteenth century wanted to cling to the founders as long as they were around. Perhaps they were satisfied with the direction of their new nation—after all, Monroe’s presidency began at the outset of a period that came to be called the “Era of Good Feelings.” I don’t think historians will hang a similar moniker on the period during which Trump was president.


I’m not sure what to make of today’s string of two-termers. But there it is. Both George W. Bush and Barack Obama were reelected despite having approval ratings that hovered just below the all-important 50 percent mark, which suggests that an endangered incumbent who runs an aggressive, negative campaign can win in an era of bad feelings.


Negative Partisanship


If you ask any of my sons what time it is, they’ll say, “It’s eleven fifty-five and OU sucks.” It’s not enough that they love my Texas Longhorns; in fact, it’s more important that they repeat that the University of Oklahoma sucks. That’s negative partisanship.


Many observers have described our politics as driven by hyperpartisanship. I think it’s worse than that. We are not merely hyperpartisan, we are consumed with negative partisanship. Negative partisanship is important. So important that I save it for what matters most in life: Texas Longhorn football. The problem comes when negative partisanship bleeds into other, less important facets of life. Like politics.


For too many of us, it is more important that the other party loses than that our party wins. Indeed, the majority of the people who voted for Trump in 2016 (53 percent) did so more because they were rejecting Hillary; and the precise same percentage of Hillary voters said that their vote was more against Trump than for Hillary. This is unusual. In 2008, 68 percent of the people who voted for Obama said it was because they believed in him, and 59 percent of McCain voters said the same about their candidate.


Incumbency, the economy, partisanship—all these fundamentals would apply no matter who the president was. But Trump brings attributes that are unique. Democrats are going to have to deal with them.


“I’m a Ratings Machine!” Just as Democrats maligned Ronald Reagan for being a movie star, they underestimated the advantages Donald Trump gained from being a reality TV star. I know I did. He understands how to grab an audience and how to hold it. He knows the power of simple story lines with cartoon villains and overdrawn heroes. He knows the need for drama, conflict, comic relief, and resolution. And he knows that in our short-attention-span media environment, subtlety and nuance are the enemy. From the get-go, his outrageous schtick drew the cameras and allowed him to dominate a field of sixteen others. By March 16, 2016, more than thirty states and territories had had their primaries or caucuses. Trump by then had won 1,448 delegates—comfortably past the 1,237 required to be the GOP nominee. Yet he had spent only $10 million on television advertising. (Jeb Bush had spent $82 million on advertising alone. By the time he was done, he and his allied super PAC had spent a whopping $130 million.) How can anyone run in thirty contests—and win—by only spending $10 million on advertising?


It’s the Earned Media, Stupid. By the time he’d locked up the nomination in March, Trump had received $1.9 billion in earned media. No one else was even close to half that amount. (Hillary was a very distant second, with $746 million.)


And on it went. By November, Trump was the beneficiary of $4.96 billion in earned media—more coverage than any politician in history. To be sure, much of that coverage was negative, some of it savagely so. But Trump lived by the adage—often attributed to P. T. Barnum—“There’s no such thing as bad publicity.”


Attack, Attack, Attack. The late Roger Ailes used to say to politicians, “There are only four stories the media will cover in a campaign: polls, scandals, gaffes, and attacks. Only one of them is under your control. So, get your ass on the attack.” Trump understands this. The more outrageous, the more outlandish the attack, the better. He attacked a war hero for being a POW, he attacked a Gold Star family, he mocked a journalist’s physical disability, Marco Rubio’s height, Jeb Bush’s stamina. He never stopped attacking, and the strategy never stopped working.


Trump Wins a Race to the Bottom. This is important. The relentlessly negative tone set by Trump drove both candidates’ negative ratings through the roof. By Election Day, Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton were the two least-liked presidential candidates in history—and it wasn’t even close. In the exit polls, Hillary’s unfavorable rating was a whopping 55 percent. Trump’s was 60 percent. But wait. How can a guy who’s disliked by 60 percent of the voters get 46 percent of the vote? Because, crucially for Trump, nearly one in five voters hated them both. And Trump won those voters by a crushing 17-point margin (47–30).


Lie, Lie, Lie. Never in presidential history have we had a person so unmoored to factual accuracy. The Washington Post’s Glenn Kessler, in his Fact Checker column, and other accuracy cops, including CNN’s Daniel Dale, must feel like Lucille Ball in the chocolate factory. The lies from Trump come faster than they can document them. Trump is the biggest, fattest liar in recorded history.


Take one, just one, of the thousands and thousands of lies. He implied the father of his GOP primary rival, Ted Cruz, was complicit in the assassination of President John F. Kennedy, telling his pals at Fox & Friends: “His father was with Lee Harvey Oswald prior to Oswald’s being—you know, shot… I mean, what was he doing—what was he doing with Lee Harvey Oswald shortly before the death? Before the shooting? It’s horrible.” Yes, it is horrible. Think about that. I know we’ve become inured to his mendacity, but stop for a minute and ponder the fact that a leading candidate for president accused his opponent’s father of complicity in the most notorious assassination of the twentieth century. And he got away with it. It worked. Journalists rushed to Cruz and his father, an evangelical preacher, who decried the attack. But some number of people undoubtedly thought, Well, they would deny it if it were true, wouldn’t they? I mean they’re not going to admit to being part of a plot to kill JFK.


And yet if you ask Trump supporters why they like him, one of the first things you’re likely to hear is, “Because he tells it like it is. He’s a truth-teller.” Whiskey Tango Foxtrot? For his supporters, Trump has redefined truth. For most of us, truth is fidelity to facts; to some Trump fans, truth is reflecting what they believe in their bones but cannot state without fear of repercussions in our “politically correct” world: Mexicans are rapists. Black people are stupid. Puerto Ricans are lazy. African countries are “s—hole countries.” Trump supporters do not give a ripsnort whether he accurately counted the number of people at his inauguration, so long as he gives voice to their deepest biases—the ones they feel in their bones but dare not state lest they be ostracized.


Showmanship, Salesmanship. The man makes carnival barkers seem shy. Trump once called a press conference surrounded by raw meat. He understands how to hype, tease, and promote. And as president, he has nearly limitless tools to seize the spotlight, as he demonstrated when he took the spotlight off allegations that Brett Kavanaugh had committed sexual assault: he distracted his audience by threatening to fire Deputy Attorney General Rod Rosenstein. He has even used his powers as commander in chief to divert the media spotlight. He ordered the deployment of thousands of troops to the US-Mexico border to heighten the saliency of the migrant caravan in the days before the midterm elections. And he did that for congressional Republicans. There is no telling how far he will go when his own job is on the line.


Trump’s Core Supporters Are Insanely Loyal. Most politicians seek to broaden their support. Trump seeks only to deepen his. In a vast and heterogeneous nation (and, no, Mike Pence, “heterogeneous” is not a sex term), deepening is easier than broadening. Most presidents have rejected that strategy, however, as it often leads to an electoral cul-de-sac. Trump does not care. He doubles and triples and quadruples down on his base. His fanatics fuel his rallies, and his rallies in turn fuel Trump’s fanaticism. It’s a closed loop. Public Policy Polling (a Democratic firm) decided to put Trump’s infamous maxim about his voters’ loyalty to the test. Turns out 45 percent of Trump voters would approve of him shooting someone on Fifth Avenue. (Just 29 percent would disapprove.) This is why it’s a fool’s errand to try to talk diehard supporters off the Trump train. Indeed, in one CNN focus group, a Trump supporter actually said, “If Jesus Christ gets down off the cross and told me Trump is with Russia, I would tell him, ‘Hold on a second. I need to check with the President if it’s true.’ ”


Trump’s Mastery of Fear. When I was a freshman at the University of Texas, the Greatest University in the World, I came home from Austin one weekend. My older brother, who went to the University of Houston, lived at our home, in Missouri City, about twenty-five miles from U of H. He didn’t know I was coming, so when I was fumbling with the front door at midnight on a Friday night, he thought our house was being robbed. I walked into the house and was greeted by my brother with a shotgun. Now, Missouri City, Texas, was not exactly a hotbed of home invasions. But the sound of someone banging around in the middle of the night scared my brother, and out of fear he reached for a gun. What was he thinking? That’s the point: he wasn’t thinking. Neuroscience teaches us that fear shuts down thought. The amygdala overwhelms the hippocampus and the frontal cortex. (I’ll pause here while those of you who went to Texas A&M google those words.) This is why simply telling someone “Don’t be afraid” rarely works. Replacing fear with thought and action is critical.


Another example: a dear friend of mine had open-heart surgery. Soon his house was full of flowers and notes and prayer cards. When I called to check on him, he said, “I love that people care, and I appreciate the prayers. But what has given me confidence is when the doctor came in and walked me through the whole procedure. I asked a million questions, and he answered them all. You fight fear with facts.”


You fight fear with facts.


The Special Weapons and Tactics Required to Run Against Trump




	
Contextualize, Objectify the Attack. Rather than respond literally—“I really am part Cherokee!”—it’s better to step outside the attack, hold it up for folks to look at, and analyze it, the way an adult would take off a scary Halloween mask and show a child it’s just Uncle Bob behind it. In terms of Trump, that means explaining the tactic behind the lie or attack: “Trump doesn’t really care about my heritage. He cares about stacking the economic deck against you. So, he’s using this to distract you in the hopes you don’t notice that he’s cut his own taxes by hundreds of millions of dollars.”







“Ridicule is man’s most potent weapon.” So said activist Saul Alinsky. He was right. Ridicule, rather than outrage, should be our response to Trump’s attacks, his fear, his bigotry. I would have loved it if Sen. Elizabeth Warren had said she would release her DNA test… when Trump releases his tax returns. “And I bet you a dollar I’m more of a Cherokee than he is a taxpayer.” Never answer his attacks. Always contextualize, ridicule, and counter. Gen. George Patton is often quoted as saying, “The object of war is not to die for your country. It’s to make the other son of a bitch die for his country.” The object of a campaign is not to answer the other candidate’s attacks; it’s to make him answer yours.







	
Shift the Attack to Favorable Terrain. Too many Democrats are too literal—maybe because so many of our politicians are lawyers. A political campaign is not a high school debate: you don’t win by answering arguments seriatim. You win by shifting the entire debate to a topic that’s favorable to you. Hence, rather than walk people through the complexities of his marital issues, in 1992 Bill Clinton simply said, “The Republicans want to make this election about my past; I want to make it about your future.”

I cannot stress enough how important it is not to let Trump dictate the topic. Sen. Brian Schatz (D-HI) has a Twitter feed that is a model of how to maintain political focus. When the media is fixating on the latest Trump outrage, he can be relied on to tweet something like this, when Trump was fulminating about light bulbs: “The thing about this tweet is that they are in federal court trying to take your healthcare away.” Brilliant. Sen. Schatz doesn’t take the bait. Although he is a self-described “climate hawk,” he doesn’t waste time engaging in a debate about why LED lights are better than incandescent bulbs—he knows that is largely irrelevant to voters’ choice. Instead, he replies to a light bulb attack with a health care counterattack. More Democrats should emulate Sen. Schatz.









Whose campaign is this, anyway? Trump is a narcissist. Duh. So he loves when the conversation revolves around him. My bet is voters are tiring of this. They are tired of endless arguments over whether Trump is a hero or Trump is a villain; whether Trump is a racist or Trump is a victim of the PC police. I believe they hunger for a politics that revolves around them, not Trump—or his opponents. I think we should state it openly. “Donald Trump wants this election to be about one person: Donald Trump. And I want it to be about one person: you.”





You Can’t Beat Trump by Trying to Be Trump


“The pendulum of the mind oscillates between sense and nonsense,” Carl Jung said, “not between right and wrong.” I am terribly worried that some Democrats will swing from sense—which Hillary embodied—to nonsense, which Trump epitomizes. Trying to answer Trump’s division with our division, his vulgarity with our vulgarity, his hate with our hate, his lies with our lies—therein lies the path to defeat. If we try to out-Trump Trump, we will not only lose the election, we will deserve to.


“When we replace a president, the American people want the remedy, not the replica.”


—David Axelrod


After Nixon’s criminality and deceit, Jimmy Carter promised “a government that is as honest and decent and fair and competent and truthful and idealistic as are the American people.” But after Carter was seen as folksy but hapless, we turned to the majesty and confidence of Reagan. After eight years of Reagan, Americans responded to Bush’s call for “a kinder, gentler nation.” But when Bush was seen as out of touch with the middle class during a recession, Clinton pledged that he would “put people first.” Although Gore won the popular vote in 2000, there was great appeal in George W. Bush’s essential argument that he wasn’t slick. When it came time to replace Bush, Americans were tired of W’s swagger and stupidity, so they elected the supremely elegant and erudite Barack Obama. And then, tragically, Obama’s cool intellect was replaced by Trump’s wrecking ball.


It seems to me Americans in 2020 may well be looking for the opposite of Trump: in both substance and style; in tone and temperament. In fact, they’re already telling us that. Look who has succeeded since Trump was elected:




	Ralph Northam, a pediatric neurologist, swept into office in a landslide one year after Trump won, Northam ran as a soft-spoken candidate for governor who would bring Virginians together. Northam trounced Ed Gillespie, who ran fear-mongering, racist Trumpian ads about MS-13.


	Conor Lamb, a moderate and a former marine, won the sixth-whitest congressional district in America—a district Trump won by about 20 percent.


	
Doug Jones won his Alabama senate seat by emphasizing “kitchen table” issues like health care and the economy, and by calling for bipartisanship and common ground.


	Nearly all of the 41 House challengers who flipped GOP districts ran on health care. In fact only one newly elected Democrat that I know of, Rep. Rashida Tlaib of Michigan, called for impeaching Trump during the 2018 campaign—and her district is solidly Democratic. Nor did many Democrats feature Trump in their ads, the way the Tea Party class of 2010 ran against Obama.





The Maya Angelou Test. The great poet reportedly said: “I’ve learned that people will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel.” How does Donald Trump make his voters feel?


Fearful. Aggrieved. Angry. But also, part of a tribe, respected, valuable. Even patriotic.


I don’t believe the Democrats can or should compete with Trump on anger, fear, or grievance. We should capitalize on Trump’s weakness: he can’t write a song except in the Key of Fear. We should heed the prayer of St. Francis: “Where there is hatred, let me sow love. Where there is injury, pardon. Where there is doubt, faith. Where there is darkness, light. And where there is sadness, joy.”


Too often, Democrats appeal to the head, not the heart. We focus on policy, not feelings. Position papers will not defeat Trump. Nor will trying to match him hate for hate. We need to tell folks how we feel, not what we think. Any Democratic message must begin by asking how we want people to feel.










CHAPTER 4 THE LESSONS OF 2018 AND 2019



If November 8, 2016, was the worst election night of my life—and it was—November 6, 2018, was one of the best. Right up there with the day Diane and I were married, the birth of our kids, and the Longhorns winning the 2005 national championship. Don’t ask me if that’s the right order.


The Democrats won their biggest midterm landslide since Watergate. They needed to pick up 23 seats to take back the House—a daunting task when you realize that even with Barack Obama on the ballot in 2012, they only gained 8. The Democrats didn’t just win the 23 they’d needed; they flipped 41. They won Republican-held seats in places where they used to hunt Democrats down with dogs: Utah and South Carolina; Georgia and Oklahoma; Kansas and Texas. Perhaps most exciting, the 2018 midterms saw the largest turnout of any midterm election since 1914—before women had the right to vote. This is a complete turnaround from the catastrophic midterms of 2010 and 2014, where turnout dropped dramatically and Democrats lost, bigly. Important lesson here: when more Americans vote, more Democrats win. It kinda goes with being the party of the people.


Nancy Pelosi asked me to introduce her and other Democratic leaders at their victory party on election night. What an honor. I have known Speaker Pelosi for a very long time, and I have said for years that if there were a Mount Rushmore for Speakers, she would be on it. (The president of the Hair Club for Men has a better chance of being added to the real Mount Rushmore than Donald “Jazz Hands” Trump.)


A few days before the election, she called me and walked me through the House races all across the country. Her knowledge was encyclopedic. She began on the East Coast and did not stop until she assured me that Ed Case would win the open seat in Hawaii’s First Congressional District. It was a tour de force, and I say this as someone who has spent thirty-five years running and analyzing elections. Nancy Pelosi is a political genius. The Democratic Party is blessed to have her. Like Hillary Clinton, Pelosi has been a lightning rod for the kook right. But unlike Hillary, Nancy did not have to contend with the Electoral College. In the People’s House, the candidate who gets the most votes actually wins—and Pelosi helped her Democratic House candidates get more votes in more places than any Democratic congressional leader in memory. Numbers guru Nate Silver called it a “crazy number of votes.” That crazy number was 60 million—nearly matching the 62 million votes Trump got in the presidential year of 2016. For the opposition party—in a midterm election where turnout is usually down—to essentially match the total number of votes received by the president in the previous election is remarkable and unprecedented.


After the heartbreak of 2016, and the nightmare of Trump’s inauguration, Democrats were desperate and despairing. Pelosi got to work. Her task was daunting. Donald Trump is a prodigious fund-raiser and a vicious, demagogic campaigner. The economy was strong, which usually favors the party in power. The districts—most of them, anyway—had been drawn by hyperpartisan Republicans after the GOP’s midterm landslide of 2010. From Fox News to Rush Limbaugh to Breitbart and Donald Trump’s Twitter feed, a right-wing noise machine was doing all it could to destroy Pelosi and her party.


Pelosi didn’t flinch. True to form, she put on her heels and went to work. She named New Mexico congressman Ben Ray Luján chairman of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee. Luján is soft-spoken but strong. With Pelosi and Luján working nonstop, the DCCC raised a record-shattering $296,422,428 for the 2018 elections. Its competition, the National Republican Congressional Committee, had all the advantages: the majority, and with it the Speakership, every chair of every committee, the power to pass or kill any legislation in the House, and, of course, the GOP’s longtime love affair with Big Money. But a funny thing happened on the way to the election: the DCCC outraised the NRCC by more than $90 million.


OEBPS/e9781982160067/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Chapter 1: Mea Culpa



		Chapter 2: Coronavirus



		Chapter 3: But Trump Is Different



		Chapter 4: The Lessons of 2018 and 2019



		Chapter 5: Blue-Collar Betrayal



		Chapter 6: The Rising American Electorate



		Chapter 7: Banana Republicans



		Chapter 8: This Chapter Will Beat Trump. I Guarantee.



		Chapter 9: Health Care



		Chapter 10: It’s Still the Economy, Stupid



		Chapter 11: Climate Change



		Chapter 12: The Trump Courts



		Chapter 13: Swamp Monster Trump



		Chapter 14: America Last



		Chapter 15: Ya Gotta Serve Somebody



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Notes



		Index



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Start of Content



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Notes



		Index



		Copyright













		IV



		V



		VII



		VIII



		IX



		X



		XI



		XII



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356











OEBPS/e9781982160067/images/common02.jpg





OEBPS/e9781982160067/images/common03.jpg





OEBPS/e9781982160067/images/9781982160067.jpg
YOU RE

FIRED

—

THE PERFECT GUIDE

TO BEATING

DONALD TRUMP

Bestselling Author of It’s Still the Economy, Stupid






OEBPS/e9781982160067/images/common04.jpg





OEBPS/e9781982160067/images/title.jpg
YOU'RE
FIRED

THE PERFECT GUIDE TO
BEATING DONALD TRUMP

PAUL BEGALA

Simon & Schuster

NEW YORK + LONDON « TORONTO
SYDNEY « NEW DELHI





