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PREFACE

THE 2016 WAKE-UP CALL


Iadmit it. I’m guilty. Just like millions of other Americans, I didn’t believe that the 2016 campaign could become so macabre. I didn’t believe that the Republican Party would allow Donald Trump to be its nominee. And I certainly didn’t believe that he would carry the day on November 8, 2016 . . . but then, even Trump and his staff reportedly didn’t think that he would actually win.1


Like so many of us who care deeply about our politics and our government, I watched every debate, including those among the candidates for the Republican and Democratic nominations and the general election debates. The debates during the primaries were intensely informative, not so much about the issues but, rather, about the political dynamics that motivated various segments of the electorate, and the efforts by the candidates to appeal to those constituencies. Even as the debates provided “car crash” moments— which were amazing, appalling, or shocking, that compelled attention and left viewers aghast—they illuminated the electorate’s temperament and appetite.


The debates showcased some issues and tensions that have been with us ever since our country’s nascent years. They surfaced with modern adaptations to those historical themes, in the context of contemporary challenges and dilemmas. These included the debates over trade, immigration, taxation, civil liberties, and social-safety-net issues. For example, during the GOP debates on the nexus between national security, civil liberties, and privacy, I heard echoes of Benjamin Franklin stating, “Those who would give up essential Liberty, to purchase a little temporary Safety, deserve neither Liberty nor Safety.”2 I wondered what Mr. Franklin would think if he were watching from on high.


The debates also featured issues and controversies that are products of recent decades, without the long tail of history. These included healthcare reform, climate change and other environmental protections, and, of course, email practices. These issues, too, revealed much about the concerns, predispositions, and ideologies of Americans, as reflected in the way that the candidates positioned themselves.


Providing the subtext to the substance, the stylistic characteristics and demeanor of the candidates were especially arresting. While some candidates adopted a traditional or nuanced approach, others used the debates to bellow bombastic, vituperative, inflammatory rhetoric, in a tone that matched the words. With Donald Trump in the lead in the latter category, it seemed that his approach would ultimately alienate constituencies and disintegrate his candidacy. While I recognized that he was trying to appeal to his base, I thought that the hurdles that he was self-imposing would demolish his electability. The eventual outcome seemed implausible.


The response to Trump’s Access Hollywood audio was particularly counterintuitive. Virtually everyone agreed that it was offensive and that it confirmed the narrative about him. However, the narrative that it confirmed was interpreted differently by different constituencies. While his opponents found it appalling, disgusting, and disqualifying, his supporters seemed to accept that it was just Donald being Donald, just an entertainer playing to his audience, or just a guy who wasn’t worried about being “politically correct.” To some voters, it meant that he was unfit for public office, while, to others, it meant that he would say and do things in his own way.


Interpretations may have been similarly divided in response to his other salvos, including his criticism of the “Gold Star” Khan family during the Democratic National Convention, his mockery of a reporter with a disability, his stated willingness to use nuclear weapons, his desire to punish women who have an abortion, his vilification of Judge Gonzalo Curiel’s ethnicity, his “lock her up” chant aimed at Democratic nominee Hillary Clinton, his laudatory comments about Vladimir Putin, his refusal to release his tax returns, his “who’s gonna pay for the wall?” rally cry that prompts his audience to bellow “Mexico!” his demonization of the media, and his acrimony against anyone who protested at his rallies. Many observers considered these to be “hall of shame” moments, while others would take umbrage at that, suggesting that they were just campaign tactics or rhetorical flourishes that were calculated to appeal to certain constituencies.


The fact that millions of Americans accepted and even embraced Trump despite his injudicious assertions and inflammatory rhetoric is evidence of the electorate’s diversity and idiosyncrasies. It signifies a change in what some segments of the electorate wants, hears, sees, accepts, tolerates, relates to, aspires toward, believes, and/or applauds. Some might argue that Trump changed the electorate. More likely, Trump tapped certain previously dormant segments of the electorate that became activated and energized. Trump recognized them, perhaps aided by his familiarity with that cultural cohort through his “reality TV” connection to them. Although Trump didn’t create that cohort, he certainly was the beneficiary of its impulses.


My miscalculation about Trump’s electoral prospects was in part because I discounted the resonance of historical tensions that remain embedded in today’s America, and partly because I didn’t recognize that, for millions of voters, Donald Trump’s rhetoric and demeanor were assets, not liabilities. Once I realized that the tone and tenor of American politics had shifted since the time when I worked as a counsel in Congress, I began noticing correlations with historical events and trends, as well as the lineage extending from political dynamics that fomented earlier in our nation’s history.


The ten American political dynamics that are the subject of this book reflect that linkage between our history, our current challenges, and our future political landscape. They illuminate how we reached this point and where we might be heading from here. That said, the analyses of the ten dynamics cannot please all readers. Thus, a disclaimer is warranted. As with any material that has a political nature, true objectivity is elusive. I believe that the opinions of any one individual are inherently subjective, and mine are no exception. Each of us is limited by our lifelong accumulated experiences, perceptions, and interactions that mold our opinions. In fact, people who purport to be objective and unbiased are either deluding themselves, disingenuous, or illusionists, like the old frontier’s vendors of elixirs and potions.


So, for the sake of full disclosure, the following are central tenets of my belief system that guides my perceptions and opinions, and drives my analyses of Trump, his conduct and statements, the Trump administration’s actions, and their implications for the post-Trump era:


	the Constitution, Bill of Rights, subsequent seventeen constitutional amendments, and Declaration of Independence are sacrosanct, and adherence to both their language and their spirit must prevail;


	
our system of governance, balance of powers, institutions, and rule of law (as outlined by these documents) must not be circumvented, manipulated, ignored, derogated from, nor contravened;

	civility and respectfulness should be accorded to all people in the United States—citizens, residents, and visitors alike—and no one deserves to be vilified (except for convicted criminals, to the extent that judicial process deems that appropriate), nor demeaned by our country’s chief executive;

	freedom of the press requires that the media, its practitioners, and their work be treated respectfully, without demonization, denunciation, disparagement, divisive intent, or questioning their patriotism;

	the international order—structures, laws, alliances, organizations, and diplomatic norms—that were principally and thoughtfully established by the United States to provide global stability, protect human rights, preserve environmental sustainability, and discourage warfare must be maintained and reinforced, not diminished or dismantled; and

	deliberate egregious deceptions, falsehoods, and repudiation of facts by the president and people speaking on his behalf are reprehensible, unacceptable, and debilitating to his fitness to govern.



These tenets do not advance a partisan position. They do not seek to gain a political advantage. They are fundamental principles that guide my perceptions and analyses regardless of who occupies the White House, whether that person is a Democrat or a Republican. The lens through which I view the president and his administration is one that seeks stability, reasoned judgment, fairness, civility, upholding the rule of law, and continuity with regard to matters of national security and public safety. In fact, in the past, I have gone to great lengths to limit my partisan activities to the few months prior to an election (to which I believe political partisanship should be confined). In my governmental roles, I often developed and advanced legislation that was calibrated for bipartisan support. After I left government service, I went further, creating the Bipartisan Bridge website to advance bipartisanship and postpartisanship in American government.

But the current landscape is different. The recent usurpation of our Constitution (e.g., the Emoluments Clause), rule of law, institutions of democracy, and norms of civility, respect, decency, and truth compel illumination, transparency, and frankness. Every American has a stake in adherence to our country’s time-tested, hard-won, well-developed standards of governance, as well as the thoughtful and visionary domestic and geopolitical policy and strategy that has benefited the United States so demonstrably. We must not readily, willingly, or even reluctantly sacrifice our country’s moral leadership or our preeminence in the global community that American leadership has made possible.

For each reader of the ten dynamics in this book, I have a request. Try to imagine and superimpose what Jefferson, Madison, Washington, and Hamilton would think about recent developments if they were around today, and the concerns that they might have.








INTRODUCTION

THE POLITIQUAKE THAT IS RESHAPING AMERICAN POLITICS


The political earthquake of 2016 resulted from a convergence of political forces and trends that evolved over many years. They were based in demographics, propelled by previously dormant or disengaged constituencies, and aroused by archaic clarion calls that had been relegated to our country’s antiquated political past. The combined effect was a campaign that reawakened social, cultural, economic, and legal divisions that inflamed passions on both sides, and will continue to reverberate during Trump’s tenure and into the post-Trump era.


The evolution of the ten trends and dynamics that will be discussed created the political environment on which Donald Trump capitalized. They are as deep-seated as our national identity, and as contemporary as our rapidly transforming media channels and challenges. They stem from the diverse racial and ethnic composition of the American people, and lead to increased engagement across the spectrum of constituencies in the political process. They reflect the workings of government and political campaigns, from the role of policy and principles, to the prospects for bipartisanship, and the impact of transparency and accountability. They include major shifts in public opinion on trade and globalization, and the roles of state and federal government. And they culminated in the voter predilections that led to Trump’s 2016 victory, which appear to have been incrementally eroding since then, except among his devoted base.


Some of these political dynamics may have been overlooked or minimized in the past, which is at least one of the reasons why conventional wisdom did not envision a Trump victory. But their impact on the election’s outcome mandates that they can no longer be dismissed, negated, neglected, or ignored either during an election or in governing. They are now vividly on display, as prominent indicators of the flow of American public life. They have combined to unleash Pitchfork Populism, a movement of disenchanted people who are motivated by fear, resentment, and animosity to resist change and repudiate recent social evolution, while vilifying those who they consider to be “others.”


These dynamics are evident in voting behavior. People who voted for Trump did so for many reasons, such as their interest in the issues that Trump raised, the passions that he stoked, their genuine affection toward Trump, their genuine disaffection for Hillary Clinton, and their disenchantment with both political parties, and other reasons. These are legitimate explanations of voter behavior, and all Americans would benefit by understanding them. At the same time, the forces that culminated in Trump’s victory do not amount to a permanent transformation of the electorate. As evidenced by the multiplicity of explanations for the outcome, the 2016 election was more of a “perfect storm” in which an assortment of key variables converged at a unique moment. The many contributing factors and emotions indicate that the outcome was propelled by political activation of previously dormant constituencies who lashed out with pent-up force, rather than the result of a long-term structural realignment of the electorate.


The same dynamics that enabled Trump to win, and that drive his tone of governance, can also be harnessed to achieve different outcomes in the future, as long as they are consciously recognized and strategically managed. The pendulum of American politics has a history of swinging in one direction, being halted by the gravity of consequences and new political forces, and then swinging back along a different, sometimes unpredictable, course.


It has become a national pastime to try to understand the 2016 election, the forces propelling the Trump administration, and their implications for policy and governance in the years ahead. The lessons learned from the election are useful in recognizing the dynamics that evolved in recent years and contributed to the outcome, as well as new forces that have emerged and will influence American life for the foreseeable future. They provide frameworks with which to interpret and critique Trump’s and his administration’s conduct and decision-making. They will also be useful as we evolve past the Trump presidency.


Each of the dynamics that played out during the 2016 election, and that are now in full force, had been gradually building for years. Some of them have deep roots and are the latest incarnation of debates and cultural challenges that date back to the 1700s and our country’s origins (e.g., regard-ing our national identity, racial and ethnic tensions, bipartisanship, and federalism). Others emanate from more recent national conditions, political campaigns, global circumstances, sociocultural divisions, and technological innovations (e.g., democratization of the political process, new media issues, accountability mechanisms, and the globalization of trade).


As these dynamics appeared and gained traction in recent years, some lawmakers may have wistfully and wishfully minimized their importance, attributing them to passing fads and transient waves of popularity. Other decision-makers may have chosen conscious, even calloused, disregard for the popular will. Sometimes, legislative bandages and stopgap half measures were applied to temporarily forestall prominent issues, and mute demands from vocal constituencies. More sustainable or comprehensive solutions to popular calls for action were sometimes intentionally deferred, either by optimism (believing that half measures would be sufficient and that the problems would just go away), or by neglect (believing that the social, cultural, or electoral forces that were asking for attention could be disregarded without ramifications).


Regardless of their origins, each of the currently dominant forces and trends has profound implications and will have an ongoing impact, to one degree or another, on the country’s sociocultural and sociopolitical landscapes for many years. The ten dynamics are useful in interpreting Trump’s comments about the violence in Charlottesville, Virginia, and his antagonism toward NFL and NBA athletes; his consistent and repetitious statement of falsehoods and his demonization of the media; his transactional approach to decision-making and the regressive policies at his EPA, Justice Department, and other agencies; his tariff battle and his Muslim-focused travel ban; his actions against immigrants and his separation of migrant children from their parents; his destabilization of alliances and his deference to Vladimir Putin; and many other actions and comments by Trump and his administration that raise concerns.


Obviously, these emergent factors will be most prevalent in the executive branch, to the extent that Trump and his aides are able to manage political capital and strategies to exert their will. However, their impact on the executive branch might be short-lived, since the 2020 election could result in a 180-degree change of direction, depending on the outcome. If Trump continues on his path of irascibly offending, irritating, and alienating broad swaths of the electorate, then the likelihood of a 2020 shift to a successor who would reverse course will increase commensurately.



The legislative branch is likely to be subject to the new forces and trends for longer. This is because the sociocultural inclinations that fuel them play out differently in various localities across the country, some of which might adhere to Trumpian positions for a long time. Considering that legislators sometimes secure very long tenures through many reelections, these forces may become intractable in some districts, and continue to be voiced for many years to come, even if the number of adherents diminishes.


The judicial branch might be impacted the longest, since US Supreme Court justices and federal judges receive lifetime appointments. Naturally, this will depend upon the number of Supreme Court justices that Trump is able to appoint. The Trump administration has already appointed an extraordinary number of judges to federal district courts, courts of appeal, and other specialized courts.


Any attempt to contemplate the long-term implications of Trump’s presidency requires a healthy dose of speculation, since Trumpism has placed our country in uncharted waters, with a presidency for which there is no precedent. Similarly, new countertrends and forces might emerge that cannot be forecasted, since there is no template for the circumstances that are now exerting their influence on American society and government, which might precipitate new countertrends. Reactions and responses to Trumpism might be equally unforeseeable and sui generis, never before having been necessary or envisioned.


Yet, some things are certain. The emergent trends, the broader forces underlying them, and the new political landscape that they launched are very real, and they will have a sweeping impact. They will affect everything, including our national identity, our laws, our economy, and the overall stability of our society. They will continue to guide debates over virtually all areas of domestic policy, from civil liberties and environmental protection, to work-force preparation and economic growth; and from sociocultural norms and the sustainability of our social-safety-net programs, to religion in the public domain and the role of ethics in government. Their imprint will be seen on our foreign policy, from the USA’s global geopolitical and economic leadership to preoccupation with our own national security; and from the USA’s role in maintaining regional stability and peace in conflict zones to our funding levels for military and diplomatic operations.


Some of the ten dynamics and trends have already materialized with tempestuous force, weighing heavily into the outcome of the 2016 election and steering the Trump administration’s actions. Others are still coalescing, and will increasingly affect national policy, politics, laws, and society during Trump’s presidency. Just as the roots of each of them preceded the rise of Trump, each dynamic is sure to play a role—to varying degrees—in American life beyond the Trump era.


These ten American political forces provide roadmaps that will benefit the constituencies who can best harness them to fulfill their objectives. Americans of all ideologies would be well served to understand these and other dynamics and trends that are evolving in our country and swaying our shared future. One can envision that, by illuminating these forces and becoming more aware of their impact, we can find ways to improve our country, respect each other, accommodate each other’s needs, and help each other succeed in achieving our own versions of the American Dream.










CHAPTER 1


NATIONAL IDENTITY

THE EXPANDING DIVIDE IN OUR NATION’S SPLIT PERSONALITY

Social scientists and political philosophers have theorized about what constitutes a “nation.”1 Classical factors that are typically cited include a shared language, religion, history, culture, heritage, and ethnic or racial origins.2 However, traditional components of nationhood simply do not apply to the United States due to the diverse origins of our population (consisting of Native Americans plus immigrants from around the world).

Yet, there are contemporary factors that bind us as a nation, inspire a sense of shared destiny, and motivate actions for our concerted success and prosperity. We all cheer the American flag and take pride in what it represents. We all readily join in singing the national anthem at many events. But those are just patriotic symbols. We unify quite well, for example, in times of tragedy (e.g., natural disasters and mass shootings) and celebration (e.g., solar eclipses and Fourth of July fireworks). We join forces to fervently chant “U-S-A” when we are in direct competition with other countries, like at the Olympics. But, absent a specific reason to consolidate, we seem inclined to coexist in separate camps, as if aligning with different sports teams.

Americans are an amalgamation of the world’s peoples—both indigenous to North America and from every corner of the globe—with diverse stakeholders and no single heritage, religion, race, ethnicity, language, history, or culture shared by everyone. Because of that, the main factors that identify us as a nation, and generate our social cohesion, lie elsewhere. What makes us a nation is more complex than determining who is, or can become, an American. Our laws governing natural-born citizenship are only part of the picture.3 As a nation whose population is predominantly comprised of immigrants and their descendants, we are an inclusive society in which immigrants adopt, and contribute to, our societal fabric. The diversity of natural-born US citizens is our bedrock. And yet, recognition of the vital historical role of immigrants still leaves room for debate about the conditions under which people from elsewhere can immigrate to the United States today.

Since the American populace is a pluralistic tapestry of diverse threads, the more relevant question is: what comprises “national identity”? St. Augustine offered a classic explanation that can be paraphrased as “a people (or nation) is an assembled multitude of rational beings united by a common agreement on the objects of their love.” Modern definitions4 recognize the more amorphous, abstract, and philosophical determinants of nationhood.5 As French political theorist Ernest Renan stated it in 1882, “A nation is a soul, a spiritual principle. Two things, which in truth are but one, constitute this soul or spiritual principle. One lies in the past, one in the present. One is the possession in common of a rich legacy of memories; the other is present-day consent, the desire to live together, the will to perpetuate the value of the heritage that one has received in an undivided form.”6

In the case of the United States, the fundamental essence of our national identity is grounded in our values and governing principles, as enunciated by our founding documents that established rights irrespective of traditional criteria (albeit with glaring exceptions), as well as our choice and consent to be governed by them. None of the classic criteria of nationhood compare, since variances, additions, exceptions, and evolutions neutralize the significance of religion, race, ethnicity, language, or culture.

What unites us most of all are our Constitution, the Bill of Rights, the subsequent constitutional amendments, and the Declaration of Independence (some would include President Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address, Emancipation Proclamation, and Gettysburg Address in the pantheon of principles). These documents, collectively, delineate our values, our system of governance, the powers and limitations of government, our individual and civil rights, and the rule of law that applies to us all. These documents are, however, subject to interpretation, according to the lens (i.e., belief system) through which we view them. This is especially the case when we apply them to emergent issues and new laws.

These documents and their principles are the foundation of our national identity, and the political process is the means by which they are applied (subject to review by the judicial branch). Consequently, political dynamics take center stage in the evolution of our national identity. The better we understand the motivations and worldviews that drive behavior in the political arena, the better we can craft constructive, sustainable paths forward.

Today, our politics and culture are highly polarized. We place an inordinate amount of attention on what divides us, and often take for granted what unites us as a nation. Regrettably, there are valid reasons for that. Many (if not most) Americans lament the intensification of political partisanship between Democrats and Republicans, believing that it has reached an unprecedented and toxic level. Widening gulfs are also evident between rural and urban communities, red and blue states, environmental and fossil-fuel mindsets, and agrarian, industrial, and information-based local economies. These divisions are commonly misunderstood to be symptoms of a recent devolution, attributed to the sociological divide between conservatives and liberals/progressives that has expanded since the 1960s.

Our political, social, and cultural divisions certainly are real, and widening. Although they are legitimately a cause for angst or grief, their linkage to our national heritage also merits recognition. Rather than being a relatively new phenomenon, they are deeply rooted in our nation’s origins. Despite the troubling—and sometimes dystopian—consequences of polarization, divisions reflect our country’s philosophical diversity and are an extension of motivations along two parallel tracks, each of which contribute significantly to our national identity. Donald Trump is clearly aligned with one side of this chasm and is manifesting it to an unprecedented level.


RUGGED INDIVIDUALISM VERSUS COMMUNITY COLLECTIVISM

Among the many philosophical cornerstones (Renan’s “spiritual principles”) that have been central to our country’s heritage since colonial days are two key creeds that are on opposite ends of the same axis. Each is a lens through which many Americans view our founding principles and documents, as well as current politics and governmental actions. Each has an equal claim to being truly American, and each has had a vital role in driving our progress. As such, they are parallel and equally important elements of our country’s split personality and our national identity. They are by no means the only fulcrum on which we balance the diverse elements of our national identity. But they are a very significant axis around which our society revolves, and each one has a strong influence on our national behavior.

On one side is the ethic of “individualism”7 or “rugged individualism.”8 It centers on the primacy of individuals—rather than society or the government—and the belief that progress stems from personal inspiration, self-reliance, and assertive action by individuals who diverge from, and transcend, social norms. Adherents to this approach believe in the value of individual pursuits, the self-made person who thrives with an “every man for himself ” ethos, libertarian rights that must be insulated from government influence, and personal responsibility that does not look to the government or broader community for support, assistance, or advancement. It is philosophically aligned with capitalism and Social Darwinism, both of which regard individual action as the primary determinant of success and incentivize individual wealth accretion.9 President Herbert Hoover (1929–1933) popularized the term, for example, in discussing the post-World War I era: “We were challenged with the choice of the American system of ‘rugged individualism’ or the choice of a European system of diametrically opposed doctrines—doctrines of paternalism and state socialism.”10 He later wrote, “While I can make no claim for having introduced the term ‘rugged individualism,’ I should be proud to have invented it. It has been used by American leaders for over a half-century in eulogy of those God-fearing men and women of honesty whose stamina and character and fearless assertion of rights led them to make their own way in life.”11

On the other side is the ethic of “collectivism”12 or “community collectivism.”13 It centers on the primacy of society—with personal interests being sublimated to benefit the common good—and the belief that progress is achieved through common cause, interdependence, and collective action. Adherents to this approach believe in the importance of social cohesion, basic values shared by all, equal opportunity and justice, reciprocity, protections, norms of public conduct, and collaboration to reinforce those standards and solve shared problems for communal benefit. It is philosophically aligned with a communitarian ethos that recognizes that we’re all in this together. This approach was recently characterized by George Lakoff and Glenn Smith, who wrote: “We Americans care about our fellow citizens, we act on that care and build trust, and we do our best not just for ourselves, our families, and our friends and neighbors, but for our country, for each other, for people we have never seen and never will see. American democracy has, over our history, called upon citizens to share an equal responsibility to work together to secure a safe and prosperous future for their families and nation. . . . The American Dream is built upon mutual care and trust.”14 It was also succinctly and comically expressed by Ralph Waldo Emerson who famously quipped, “No member of a crew is praised for the rugged individuality of his rowing.”15

The two ethics date back to colonial times, and even played a role in the creation of the United States of America. The spirit of community collectivism inspired colonists to join together, and the colonies to coalesce, in opposition to their distant rulers. This was embodied in Benjamin Franklin’s famed warning when signing the Declaration of Independence, “We must all hang together, or most assuredly we shall all hang separately.” The spirit of rugged individualism inspired many colonists to chart their own course in the new world and take umbrage at restrictions and requirements that were imposed on them by the British king. Their individualism was inherently inconsistent with subjugation by a remote authority, contributing to the sentiment for rebellion. This was embodied in Patrick Henry’s vow: “I know not what course others may take, but as for me, give me liberty or give me death.”16

During the Revolutionary War, there were concerns that individualism led to self-interests that sometimes evolved into rampant personal profiteering. Those who were oriented toward the collective cause were troubled that some people’s motivation for victory seemed to be the prospect of personal rank and wealth. General George Washington lamented in 1780, “If I were called upon to draw a picture of the times and of men, I should say that idleness, dissipation, and extravagance seems to have laid hold of most of them. An insatiable thirst for riches seems to have got the better of every order of men.”17

Examples—past and present—of the rugged individualist ethic (characterized by the belief that the government that governs best is the one that governs least) include: Daniel Shays’s Rebellion in Massachusetts in the 1780s against state policies that were thought to cause poverty and property fore-closures; frontiersmen such as Daniel Boone, Davy Crockett, and Kit Carson in the 1700s and 1800s; Lewis and Clark’s expedition in the early 1800s; the “nullification” movement in the 1830s by individual states against rule by the federal government; the “captains of industry” or “robber barons” during “the Gilded Age” of the Industrial Revolution in the late 1800s and early 1900s; anything that President Calvin Coolidge (1923–1929) ever thought or did; opposition to the laws advocated by the collectivists; and, most recently, the Tea Party and its progeny the Congressional Freedom Caucus. In policy debates, individualists often champion the interests of privileged individuals who seek insulation from what they regard as government intrusion (leading them to advocate for lower taxes and less regulation), as well as others who see government as an interference in the private lives of its citizens. They oppose national policies that benefit “the Other” and the broader common good (e.g., expansion of government assistance programs), often by taking shelter under the Tenth Amendment’s protection of states’ rights, which is useful in making an argument for individual liberties.

Examples—past and present—of the collectivist ethic (characterized by the belief that government has an obligation to improve the lives of its citizens) include: the 1700s’ independence movement; the political battles over the National Bank during President Andrew Jackson’s presidency (1829– 1837); the Populism movement of the late 1800s (e.g., Henry George’s writings, the Peoples’ Party led by Mary Elizabeth Lease in Kansas and others elsewhere, and Coxey’s Army’s march of unemployed men from Ohio to the capital); President Theodore (Teddy) Roosevelt’s (1901–1909) creation of national parks and reforms such as food inspection and antitrust laws; the income tax that originated in the 1890s and culminated during President William H. Taft’s tenure (1909–1913); the Progressive Party led by Teddy Roosevelt in 1912; and the environmental movement that insists on responsible stewardship of our natural resources and climate. In policy debates, collectivists often champion the “social safety net” that was propelled by President Franklin Delano Roosevelt (1933–1945) and expanded by some of his successors. Their leadership converted this concept into a primary and intractable part of our political and legal framework, through programs such as Social Security, Medicare, Medicaid, food stamps, crop subsidies, and virtually every initiative and law that was designed to protect civil rights and human rights over the past eighty years.

The two ethics are inextricably intertwined. For example, our economic system is based on the freedom to engage in commerce, choose a job or career, own a business, and accumulate wealth. At the same time, it provides compensation for those who suffer workplace injuries (i.e., workers compensation), pension income for senior citizens who retire after working for many years (i.e., Social Security), healthcare for retired persons and people who cannot otherwise afford it (i.e., Medicare, Medicaid, and other programs), and other hallmarks of financial security and fairness. Our economy combines principles of capitalism and socialism in a way that encourages individual choice and success alongside a collective responsibility for a social safety net that fills economic gaps. The integration of the two approaches contributes to our national identity, prosperity, and sustainability. It is analogous to the wording of our Pledge of Allegiance: “with liberty and justice for all.” While all Americans support both aims, “liberty” is especially treasured by the individualists, while “justice” is especially treasured by the collectivists. And yet, they are inseparably combined into one mission statement that we all embrace.

The two historical creeds repeatedly exert their influence in our institutions, economy, and social fabric.18 Many prominent Americans have been driven by one or the other of them, and in some cases, by both. The dialectic has surfaced in many contexts, including tensions between business and labor, isolationists and interventionists, environmentalists and industrialists, libertarians and egalitarians. Today, rugged individualism is embodied in the entrepreneurial spirit and innovations of our technology, biomedical, entertainment, and other transformational industries, and the people who lead them. Community collectivism is embodied in the partnership and purpose of our world-leading philanthropic, education, nonprofit, and public service sectors, and the people who lead them. A distinction between the two creeds might be that individualism produces transformational leaps forward, while collectivism unifies and strengthens our society for long-term prosperity and success. Obviously, both are indispensable, and both enable us to thrive.

But the two creeds run headlong into each other in our politics, creating a tension that remains prominent in contemporary America. As Paul Ryan, former Speaker of the House of Representatives, declared in 2005, “The fight we are in here, make no mistake about it, is a fight of individualism versus collectivism.”19

The ideological and political conflict between adherents of the two perspectives has many implications.20 The contrast between the two includes the scope of people about whom each group is concerned, and their resulting inclinations toward isolationism or interconnectedness. Individualists tend to circumscribe their range of concern more narrowly, focusing on people with whom they identify, such as their family, people who share their ethnicity or religious affiliation, civic groups of interest to them, their town, and their city.21 Collectivists tend to extend their range of concern more broadly than the scope of the individualists to include people who are not like them, such as their state, the country, Americans facing hardships or disadvantages, refugees, people in other countries who are marginalized or suffering, and the entire world.22 (Some may extend it to the universe, but that is for astrophysicists to ponder.)

Individualists tend to focus on issues affecting their financial and personal pursuits, security, comfort, and the belief that the government should not interfere with their efforts to achieve them. They are typically driven by competition and the quest for victory. They are generally more short-term focused, since they are motivated by self-interests of individuals, which are physiologically time limited. Because their scope of concern is comparatively narrow, centering on people with whom they identify, individualists have an inherent distrust of “the Other,” whom they consider to be unlike them. This manifests in xenophobia and, sometimes, racism. It translates into chants of “build the wall” and policy positions that are rigidly against immigration, trade, and foreign assistance, which are natural targets to blame as scapegoats for perceived social and economic ills. Politically, fear is the message that ignites them, since it aligns with their belief system and their concern about protection of their interests.

Collectivists tend to focus on issues affecting quality of life and are typically willing to sacrifice some enhancement to theirs in order to assist others whose quality of life is impaired. They are typically driven by empathy/ compassion and equality. They are generally more long-term focused, since they are motivated by the community’s well-being and sustainability, which continues indefinitely, even after any one person has gone. Because the scope of their concern is comparatively broader, inclusive of people with disparate origins, collectivists celebrate diversity and American multiculturalism. Their views translate into policy positions that are usually supportive of immigrants, asylum seekers, globalism, equal opportunity, and aid to those in need, both domestically and internationally. Politically, hope is the message that ignites them, since it aligns with their belief system and their concern for others’ lot in life.

These psychographic and emotional characteristics that distinguish the two groups have been analyzed along with other factors that indicate peoples’ adherence to political ideologies. In Prius or Pickup?: How the Answers to Four Simple Questions Explain America’s Great Divide,23 two political science professors assess personality preferences and cultural choices that shape our inclinations toward liberal and conservative philosophies (being “fluid” or “fixed”), as well as the resulting worldviews and belief systems. Their four questions and broader analyses of psychological and emotional impulses explain some of the underlying reasons why we adhere to either an individualist or collectivist orientation, and the partisan political messages that resonate with each group.

In foreign policy, the dichotomy is prevalent in the recurring debate on the United States’ role in world affairs. The collectivists are oriented toward extending our country’s global leadership and interconnected engagement for stability of the rules-based international order through alliances, multilateral agreements, international organizations, and foreign aid funding. Since the end of World War II, and prior to 2017, presidents from both political parties have been consistent in increasing our interaction with foreign partners, recognizing that long-term global stability and prosperity bolsters ours as well. But, at times, our involvement and resources have been hyperextended. The individualists are oriented toward narrowing our scope of interactions through isolationism, protectionism, and xenophobia that reduce our foreign entanglements, or just save money, or both. It had been many decades since this approach prevailed, but Trump has been actively reinstituting it, apparently believing that prosperity and stability among countries is a short-term zero-sum game. However, as our country’s level of engagement and international collaboration recedes, so, too, does our level of global leadership.

The divergence between individualists (espousing isolationism) and collectivists (espousing interventionism) has been a recurring theme of our foreign policy. This debate dominated national attention during World War I. Interestingly, President Woodrow Wilson (1913–1921) shifted between both sides of the divide, as his stance on the war underwent a very public transition. He accommodated popular sentiment for isolationism during the early years of the European war and during the 1916 election. But after provocations and incidents that drew the United States into the conflict, he embraced global leadership via his “Fourteen Points for Peace” speech, Treaty of Versailles leadership, and League of Nations efforts, in addition to his creation of federal offices and agencies that enhanced our global role. The debate again took center stage during the 1940 election, when the isolationist and anti-Semitic America First Committee tried to galvanize opposition to entering World War II.24 Of course, their archaic “America First” slogan was excavated and redeployed into contemporary parlance by Donald Trump during the 2016 election in his effort to vilify globalization.

In domestic policy issues, the dichotomy between individualism and collectivism frames the ongoing debate on the size and role of government. Individualists typically push for a smaller, limited federal government, believing that government should recede in order to reduce taxes (people should pay less of their income for societal objectives), and that personal freedom and liberty should prevail over government rules and regulations that restrain choice. The individualists strive for lower taxes, and with that, lower federal revenues that would diminish the “social safety net.” Collectivists strive for a larger, broader federal government, believing that government should improve quality of life, enhance equality and social justice, provide opportunity, and protect the citizenry through regulations and rules on business conduct. The collectivists accept that the services and structures that maintain higher standards are justifiable uses of tax revenues, with proportionately more taxes coming from people with higher incomes.

Debates over the role of government often invoke two value systems: one based on economics, and one based on rights. Among individualists, capitalism is the salient value because it aligns with their belief that each individual is entitled to determine their own course, create their own success, and reap the rewards from their efforts. Individualists view capitalism as an economic form of Social Darwinism, in which people compete to maximize their personal profits and advance their other interests. Among collectivists, democracy is the salient value because it aligns with their belief that each person has an equal right to participate in society, influence their community, and help others succeed for the common good. Collectivists view democracy as the structure that enables everyone to be a stakeholder in building cohesive communities in which everyone can thrive. In the PBS film The Gilded Age25, historian H. W. Brands differentiated the two systems: “The essence of democracy is equality: everybody gets one vote. The essence of capitalism is inequality: rich people are much more powerful than poor people.” Historian Nell Irvin Painter followed Brands’s contrast by tying it to the role of contemporary government, observing, “The question of wealth versus people ballooned in the Gilded Age. Do our governments represent wealth or do they represent people? That is a fundamental issue which is with us today.”

These distinctions are evident in debates over environmental policy and regulation. The collectivist ethic spawned the environmental movement with the call to “save the planet” and laws to protect our air, water, and lands. The movement evolved to focus on climate change, shifting from fossil fuels to renewable energy, and myriad other environmental protections. These efforts reflect collectivists’ long-term orientation as stewards with responsibility to bequeath a sustainable environment to future generations, preserving quality-of-life standards for their benefit. The individualist ethic challenges the fundamental philosophy of environmentalism, believing that most laws and regulations for environmental protection fail to consider costs while abridging the liberties of individuals to do what they choose. They often seek to reduce the financial impact of mandates and elevate consumer choice. These efforts reflect individualists’ short-term orientation, exemplified by favoring fossil-fuel use and profiteering, prioritizing jobs and costs over clean air and water, and discounting long-term human health consequences.

The convictions held by individualists and collectivists were on display in the late 1990s in reaction to Hillary Clinton’s It Takes a Village26, a book that emphasized the importance of societal and communal factors in ensuring the well-being of children. While collectivists celebrated the book, individualists met it with antipathy. Weighing in on that debate at the 1996 Republican National Convention, GOP nominee Senator Robert Dole countered Hillary’s philosophy by declaring, “We are told that it takes a village, that is, a collective, and thus the state, to raise a child. . . . I am here to tell you it does not take a village to raise a child. It takes a family to raise a child.”27 Dole rejected the notion of a broader interdependent social network. This debate seemed to have been foreshadowed in 1987 by then-senator Joseph Biden who, when launching his first campaign for president, stated, “For too long in this society, we have celebrated unrestrained individualism over common community.”28

The dichotomy between the individualists and collectivists is especially prominent in debates relating to the Second Amendment. Issues that impact guns and other firearms evoke intense passion from both sides. The debate does not correlate to a simple division between liberals and conservatives, since many liberals own guns and many conservatives do not. No bright line distinction is fully accurate, since people may have firearms for many reasons, regardless of ideology or culture (e.g., a rifle for hunting, a handgun for protection after being victimized by a crime, a shotgun to protect a rural home to which police cannot quickly respond, etc.). Understanding both sides of the gun debate in terms of the divide in our national identity is useful in recognizing the needs of both cultures, and, hopefully, identifying common ground for reasonable rules that will minimize gun deaths (especially mass killings) while preserving the Second Amendment’s “right of the people to keep and bear Arms.”

Adherents of “the gun culture” typically object to government intrusion into their lives, have a fundamental bias against regulation, and seek to be self-sufficient as rugged individualists. They are susceptible to the NRA’s alarmist arguments against “the camel’s nose under the tent,” that is, that any law or regulation—no matter how reasonable—could lead to other, more restrictive regulations and laws, which ultimately could culminate in confiscation of fire-arms. In contrast, most proponents of gun control have no objection to people keeping a firearm at home for protection or sport, but seek measures that prevent abuse and ensure public safety, for the sake of community security. Most gun control advocates support the Second Amendment, since it is, and will remain, part of our Constitution. But they do want firearms to be limited to the Second Amendment’s primary modern purposes (protection and hunting), since its original purpose is outdated (“a well-regulated Militia”). They favor laws that promote public safety while preserving gun rights by: conducting background checks (to prevent sales to criminals, people on the “no fly” terror watch list, and high-risk people who are deemed dangerous to themselves or others), preventing mass killings (via semi-automatic rifles, high-capacity magazines, bump stocks), and eliminating loopholes (such as sales at gun shows and over the internet).

If the collectivists commit to protecting Second Amendment rights to allay fears of the “camel’s nose,” and if the individualists honestly acknowledge that they share an interest in public safety, then the two sides should be able to find common ground and reach consensus on reasonable measures that reassure adherents of both viewpoints.

The distinction between the views of the individualists and collectivists is often blurred. For example, during the effort to pass the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (the ACA or Obamacare), many people at presidential and congressional town hall forums adamantly insisted that the government should not touch their healthcare. These vocal opponents tended to be individualists who were skeptical of government intrusion into their lives, believing that they fared better in an unregulated marketplace (perhaps not recognizing their vulnerability to the unrestrained edicts of their health plan, insurer, or HMO). Yet, many of the law’s most vocal critics were senior citizens who received healthcare through Medicare, which benefits from the ACA; when more people have health insurance, cost-shifting to Medicare is reduced. Medicare is the ultimate government-based program and is based on a collectivist ethic. In essence, the senior citizen opponents of Obamacare were arguing for both the individualist and collectivist approaches at the same time, which could be viewed as both ironic and illogical.

A similar incongruity is often seen among advocates for lower taxes and reducing the scope of the federal government, both of which are hallmarks of the individualistic approach. They seek to minimize the amount of income that they contribute to the government, based on the belief that the government spends too much of their tax dollars on inappropriate activities and wasteful programs. Yet, many of the people who most ardently argue for these reductions are beneficiaries of farm assistance, Rural Electric Co-op services, unemployment insurance, children’s health programs, food stamps, the Senior Community Service Employment Program, and other federal programs that are made possible by the policies that they advocate against. Here, too, they are on both sides of the dichotomy at the same time.

It is even more complicated when members of a group assert individual rights that are actually based on communal interests or beliefs. For example, some religious or faith-based organizations have asserted that they should be exempt from healthcare essential benefits rules that require them to provide women with contraception coverage (which predates the Affordable Care Act and was reinforced by it). These groups are, in effect, seeking individualistic insulation from the societal collective . . . by being treated as their own community collective!

Both legally and logically, their argument is flawed. In terms of practical effects, it poses an even worse conundrum. It is especially tortuous because it opens the door for any interest group that is organized as a collective around a theme or set of beliefs to assert their own individualistic rights. By seeking ad hoc insulation from societal/governmental rules, any group would be able to assert what amounts to a private right of nullification (like South Carolina’s nullification effort in the 1830s). Groups could pick and choose the federal laws to which they want to adhere, which would create a patchwork quilt of enclaves around the country with their own rules.

This problem would be exacerbated if corporations were allowed to exert their will in accordance with Mitt Romney’s 2011 retort that “corporations are people, my friend”29 (corporations have the legal status of a “person” for some purposes, but not for all purposes). If these assertions were allowed to flourish, then our laws would be applied differently to each corporate collective.30 Proliferation of these corporate enclaves would damage national unity by dissembling our national legal structure through fluctuating application of our laws.




PAST PRESIDENTS’ INCLINATIONS TOWARD INDIVIDUALISM AND COLLECTIVISM

Strong pendulum-swings between individualistic and collectivistic creeds punctuate American political history. Among our presidents since 1900, the Republicans tended to be rugged individualists, and the Democrats tended to be community collectivists, but not always, and sometimes a president blended the two approaches in his own distinctive way. For example, a president’s personality or philosophy might place him in one of the two camps, while pragmatic realities surrounding his presidency placed him in the other.

Use of executive orders (a presidential directive, having the force of law, issued to manage the enforcement of an existing law) can sometimes indicate where a president stands on this duality. A president’s frequent use of orders to establish policy might indicate a personality that is more aligned with individualism, since executive orders involve unilateral action rather than collaboration with Congress. However, that is not necessarily the case. Some presidents have used executive orders out of choice and natural inclination. Others have used them out of necessity or opportunism, for example, when their political party is not in control of Congress, and their legislative efforts were being stymied.

During the late 1800s, presidents from both parties were so individualist oriented that major industrialists, entrepreneurs, robber barons, and an overall laissez faire attitude predominated. In 1893, during his second Inaugural Address, President Grover Cleveland (1885–1889 and 1893–1897) said, “The lessons of paternalism ought to be unlearned, and the better lesson taught that, while the people should patriotically and cheerfully support their Government, its functions do not include the support of the people.”31 His successor, President William McKinley (1897–1901), championed policies that were hallmarks of the individualist creed, including protectionism, tariffs, trickle-down economics, and the gold standard, which preserved the advantages of the wealthiest Americans. He earlier affirmed his values by declaring, “We cannot gamble with anything so sacred as money,”32 and “I am a tariff man, standing on a tariff platform.”33 A McKinley campaign poster asserted “protection vs. free trade” and continued with “in the sunshine of protection” vs. “under the cloud of free trade.”34 Another of his posters foreshadowed the parlance of a future president by stating, “My friends, you shall have prosperity with full protection. Believe me.”35

Teddy Roosevelt (TR), who became president when McKinley was assassinated, was an anomaly, in both style and substance, as the quintessential embodiment of both creeds. By his disposition, he was the ultimate personification of the rugged individual. From his adventurous days as a frontier cowboy and his zealous leadership of the Rough Riders during the Spanish American War, to the outspoken, iconoclastic, trailblazing style that characterized his presidency, TR epitomized the characteristics of individualism. His larger-than-life personality also played a significant role in revitalizing the executive branch after the post-Lincoln succession of predominantly less consequential, weaker presidents (weaker relative to the legislative branch and in comparison with the modern presidency).

At the same time, TR institutionalized tenets of community collectivism within governmental policy and American culture. His reforms have been central to our concept of appropriate government ever since. Under TR’s leadership, new laws and enforcement actions created national parks and protected other federal lands, ensured food safety and meat inspection, dismantled monopolies and trusts, conserved natural resources, and regulated businesses. His policies benefited the common good by preserving the environment, outlawing predatory business conduct, and raising quality-of-life standards. His record on race relations was mixed, highlighted by his laudable White House dinner with Booker T. Washington (which was condemned by Southerners), and in contrast with that, his response to the Brownsville Affair, in which TR dishonorably discharged all 167 African American soldiers of the 25th Infantry Regiment who were framed for a murder of a white Brownsville resident.36

The Progressive Party agenda on which TR campaigned in 1912 (when seeking to regain the presidency after relinquishing the office) reads like a blueprint for action that was taken by later presidents. He called for women’s right to vote, protection of natural resources, labor’s right to organize, standards for a “living wage,” prohibition of child labor, limiting the workday to eight hours, limiting the workweek to six days, campaign spending limits, registration of lobbyists, and providing federal insurance to the elderly, sick, and jobless.37 His progressive agenda envisioned an expanded role of government and a contemporary, broader interpretation of the Constitution, to accommodate changes to the status quo. His policies placed him at the vanguard of the collectivists as much as his personality placed him at the helm of the individualists. Although he was a Republican, he served in a period of party realignment and had a major influence on that shift. It could be said that his policies and actions qualify him as the first modern activist Democrat, despite his party affiliation that was defined prior to realignment.

President Wilson (1913–1921) exhibited characteristics of both collectivism and individualism, perhaps hewing more toward the collectivist ethic, as reflected by his laws that lowered tariffs, created the Federal Reserve banking system, and established the Federal Trade Commission to enforce antitrust laws and other regulations. His status as a collectivist was marred by his anti-egalitarianism, in particular his discriminatory racial views and policies against African Americans and Japanese Americans, as well as his Espionage and Sedition Acts. During his final two years, his attorney general, A. Mitchell Palmer, was best known for creating the General Intelligence Unit (which became the FBI), appointing J. Edgar Hoover to run it, and directing him to lead the Palmer Raids, which rounded up socialists and communists, whom he considered to be a threat to principles held by most of the country, including individualists. In foreign affairs, Wilson navigated competing forces propelled by national sentiments about our participation in the European war, and our role in the subsequent world order.

Following Wilson, presidents Warren Harding (1921–1923), Coolidge, and Hoover—as well as President Taft before Wilson—were squarely on the individualists’ side of the ledger, doing little to constrain people and companies from acting in their own self-interests, even when that impaired the greater good. Their approach was epitomized by Coolidge’s famous quote, “The business of America is business” (or, “The chief business of the American people is business”),38 and his self-assessment, “Perhaps one of the most important accomplishments of my administration has been minding my own business.”39 The astute observation that “when a great many people are unable to find work, unemployment results,” is also attributed to Coolidge.

Franklin D. Roosevelt (FDR) and later Lyndon B. Johnson (1963–1969) were the presidents whose actions most decisively advanced the collectivist approach. FDR created the framework for what we still view as the social safety net, initially with many programs designed during his first hundred days to stabilize the economy and jumpstart job creation during the Great Depression. The crowning achievement of his economic agenda was the establishment of Social Security, to ensure that older Americans would be protected from poverty and its many indignities during their later years when they could no longer be gainfully employed. The Social Security Act also created the Aid to Families with Dependent Children program (Welfare program), which grew in importance over the years. The school lunch program was conceived and developed during FDR’s tenure and formally established by the National School Lunch Act that President Harry Truman (1945–1953) signed into law. The Supreme Court’s rejection of some of FDR’s social welfare programs led him to float the idea of packing the Court with six more justices. While that idea was highly criticized and went nowhere, it did send a message. The Court’s originalist, strict interpretation of the Constitution soon evolved toward a more contemporary, contextual interpretation (“the living Constitution”).

President Johnson (LBJ) expanded the social safety net and built upon FDR’s quality-of-life legacy, most notably with the Medicare and Medicaid programs. He also created the Head Start program and revitalized an expanded Food Stamp program (the first iteration of which was instituted under FDR). LBJ led the establishment of legal protections that remain as vital cornerstones of American social justice, namely, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and the Fair Housing Act (within the Civil Rights Act of 1968). These laws were firmly rooted in the collectivist creed.

Some of the legislation that came to fruition under LBJ had actually been initiated by President John F. Kennedy (1961–1963), most notably the Civil Rights Act of 1964. In addition to his legislative initiatives, President Kennedy (JFK) provided a quintessential enunciation of the community collectivist ethic when, in his Inaugural Address, he gave us the immortal advice, “Ask not what your country can do for you; ask what you can do for your country.”40 That line served as a guidepost for at least a generation or two of Americans.

Of the presidents who served after FDR and before the 2016 election, President Ronald Reagan (1981–1989) was undoubtedly the most avid proponent of the individualist ethic. Reagan explicitly articulated this ideology during a discussion forum titled, “Town Meeting of the World,” when Governor Reagan (of California) stated, “I believe the highest aspiration of man should be individual freedom and the development of the individual; that there’s a sacredness to individual rights.”41 During his presidency, he continually took actions that adhered to this credo. He did so very prominently in advancing “trickle-down economics,” also known as “supply-side economics” and “Reaganomics,” and reducing taxes, which, in turn, was his justification for slashing spending on social-safety-net programs. Some of the programs for which he decreased or eliminated funding were Legal Aid Services, Medicaid, food stamps, public housing, Community Development Block Grants, federal education programs, and the Environmental Protection Agency. He also notably opposed raising the minimum wage above $3.50 per hour.

President George Herbert Walker Bush (1989–1993) was usually on the side of the individualists. He often spoke the mantra of personal responsibility, which was intended to decrease the government’s role in certain social issues. President Bush coined the phrase “a thousand points of light”42 as a means to encourage nonprofits and individuals to help people in need through charitable acts, as a substitute for the government providing those services. Bush’s “no new taxes” pledge43 was, at least in part, designed to reduce the federal government’s capability to afford a broad safety net of services, and provide the fiscal justification for their curtailment. His goal was to diminish the size, scope, and role of government—both financially and programmatically—while encouraging others to fill the gap of community needs that such a retreat would create.

There were, however, a few major exceptions in which Bush exhibited more of a collectivist approach. The Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 and the Clean Air Act amendments of 1991 would never have become law without his strong support for the legislation. His budget compromise, in which his base of supporters felt that he violated his “no new taxes” pledge, was another example, and it levied a steep political cost on him. In 1992, he attended the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (the Rio de Janeiro Earth Summit), although his opposition to some of its work product was notorious.

President William (Bill) Clinton (1993–2001) also tried to achieve a balance between the two creeds. As a leader of the Democratic Leadership Council, which sought to moderate between liberal and conservative ideologies by crafting a centrist “Third Way,” he sought compromise and accommodation of divergent interests through mutually palatable solutions.44 The most prominent example of Clinton’s leadership on the collectivist side was his effort to reform the nation’s healthcare system, which he undertook during his first two years. During that time, his agenda also included rights for “gays in the military,” enforcement of civil rights, a progrowth budget, environmental protections, and other progressive reforms.

Following the reaction to those initiatives and the resounding defeat of Democrats during the 1994 midterm elections, Clinton shifted toward the individualist ethic, embracing “triangulation” between ideologies. In his 1996 State of the Union Address, Clinton declared that “the era of big government is over”45 to demonstrate his commitment to fiscal responsibility as he headed toward his 1996 reelection campaign. In conformance with that declaration, during the summer of 1996, Clinton signed welfare reform into law (Temporary Assistance to Needy Families [TANF] and its welfare-to-work requirements that replaced Aid to Families with Dependent Children [AFDC]46), which pleased moderates and conservatives while upsetting progressives. He also signed major legislation that imposed harsher criminal justice sentencing standards, deregulated the telecommunications industry, and deregulated the financial industry (eliminating the 1930s’ Glass-Steagall law that imposed firewalls between commercial and investment banks, and between depository institutions and securities firms47).

Under Clinton’s successor, President George W. Bush (2001–2009), the son of former President George H. W. Bush, the pendulum swung solidly in the individualist direction. Among many examples were his massive tax cuts that disproportionately benefited wealthier Americans, his attempt to privatize Social Security, and his loosening of environmental regulations and enforcement, especially with regard to laws and regulations that favored fossil-fuel industries. And yet, he still recognized the value of the other perspectives when circumstances demanded it. For example, Washington Post columnist Dana Milbank recounted Bush’s better-late-than-never shift in response to the autumn 2008 financial crisis: “As Bush describes it, he had just been told by Treasury Secretary Hank Paulson that they should spend hundreds of billions of taxpayer dollars to buy up mortgage assets, and he approved the plan in full. ‘If we’re really looking at another Great Depression,’ he recalls saying, ‘you can be damn sure I’m going to be Roosevelt, not Hoover.’”48

President Barack Obama (2009–2017) redirected the government back toward policies that consistently prioritized community collective benefit. Although he aimed for legislative solutions, when Republicans in Congress thwarted his legislative agenda, Obama resorted to enacting policy through executive orders and administrative actions. In contrast with other presidents whose use of executive orders was an extension of their governing temperament and rugged individualism, Obama was not oriented that way. He mainly used those tools out of pragmatic necessity, as a last resort when facing intransigence from the Tea Party/Freedom Caucus members in the Republican-controlled Congress. As journalist Ron Fournier put it, “At his best, Obama promised to work with Republicans to reduce the deficit in a way that honors both individualism and community.”49

In addition to the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (ACA), Obama led many other collectivist-oriented efforts that sought to improve quality of life for all Americans, including:


	the economic stimulus package (the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act [ARRA] of 2009);

	the financial industry reform law (the Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection Act);

	enhanced enforcement of civil rights (consent decrees by the Department of Justice to monitor police conduct and protect civil rights in Ferguson, Baltimore, Cleveland, Chicago, and other cities);

	stringent enforcement of voting rights (through US Supreme Court cases to uphold the Voting Rights Act of 1965, especially the act’s section 5 [preclearance requirements], section 4b [coverage formulas], and section 2 [prohibiting racial gerrymandering]);

	strengthening of women’s rights and pay equity (the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act of 2009);

	assurance of LGBTQ rights (the Don’t Ask Don’t Tell Repeal Act, the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr. Hate Crimes Prevention Act, and support of same-sex marriage through amicus briefs filed for cases heard by the US Supreme Court);

	expanded environmental protection (COP21 Paris Agreement, and EPA regulations limiting toxic air emissions at power plants and factories, increasing vehicle fuel efficiency, reducing vehicle emissions, increasing energy efficiency in appliances, restricting mountaintop strip mining);

	initiatives to stimulate clean-tech and renewable energy (grants and loans through the ARRA); and


	
initiatives to provide all Americans with broadband and wireless access to the internet (Broadband Technology Opportunities Program, Broad-bandUSA, and USDA Rural Utilities Programs).



In many of his speeches, President Obama eloquently articulated the necessity and importance of our federal government purposefully acting to benefit the common good for, and elevate the quality of life of, all Americans. However, a comment that he made while campaigning in 2012 stirred controversy. When making a point about government investments in infrastructure and supportive policies like tax breaks and enterprise zones that facilitate the creation of private enterprise, he said, “If you’ve got a business—you didn’t build that.”50 He was making a quintessential point about collectivism, and the ecosystem that it provides so that entrepreneurs can flourish. In fact, Obama led up to that comment with statements such as “if you’ve been successful, you didn’t get there on your own.” A broader excerpt surrounding the controversial comment puts it in its proper context: “If you were successful, somebody along the line gave you some help. There was a great teacher somewhere in your life. Somebody helped to create this unbelievable American system that we have that allowed you to thrive. Somebody invested in roads and bridges. If you’ve got a business—you didn’t build that. Somebody else made that happen. The internet didn’t get invented on its own. Government research created the internet so that all the companies could make money off the internet.”51 Yet, opponents lambasted him because he took a shortcut in making his point about collective action, which made it easy to take his words out of context.




TRUMP’S EXTREME INDIVIDUALISM DICTATES POLICY

On the spectrum of these two creeds of our national identity, Donald Trump’s presidency is unique. He gives the individualism versus collectivism dialectic an unprecedented level of importance by his words and actions. Previous presidents who embraced the individualist creed typically did so due to their philosophies and principles, enabling them to implement policies that reflected their beliefs. Trump is different, which is partly due to his disinterest in learning about historical precedents,52 and partly due to his personality. Not only does he cling tightly to the individualist ethic in policy matters more than any previous president, he also extends it further. His individualistic personal interests dictate his decision-making modus operandi and motivate his conduct and statements. His individualistic persona elevates his “cult of personality” celebrity status and self-glorification to a type of currency, which he leverages when appealing to his supporters for their approval. Their validation of that approach encourages him to fuse his persona and self-interests with policy.

To the extent that policy drives some of Trump’s actions, most of his administration’s policy initiatives reflect Trump’s devotion to the individualist side of the debate that seeks less government involvement or intrusion in commerce, finance, and social justice. Examples include the efforts to:


	overhaul the tax code with lower tax rates for businesses and wealthy Americans, to dramatically decrease their overall tax liability (with only minor tax relief to lower-income Americans), to the detriment of the programs serving the common good that will suffer without sufficient tax revenues;

	repeal and replace Obamacare with a bare bones system that shifts the burden for healthcare costs and coverage away from the government (including Medicaid) and toward personal responsibility;

	deconstruct environmental regulations in order to allow unfettered mining, drilling, fracking, and other extraction of coal, oil, gas, and other fossil fuels to allow individuals’ profiteering without regard for the long-term impacts that such activities have on human health and environmental sustainability;

	extract the USA from international agreements that were designed to solve problems through global collective action, for example, the COP21 Paris Agreement, NAFTA, the Trans-Pacific Partnership, and the Iran Nuclear Deal;

	deregulate banks and financial industries to enable greater accumulation of assets by wealthy elites, which will exacerbate the gaps between rich and poor, the privileged class and mainstream society, leaving most Americans vulnerable to corporate practices and predatory excesses; and

	diminish programs and regulatory structures at the Departments of Justice, Labor, Education, Energy, State, Health and Human Services, Housing and Urban Development, the Environmental Protec-tion Agency, and elsewhere that had been designed to protect rights, provide equal opportunity, stimulate growth, preserve our environment and resources, and protect human health for all Americans.



Many of Trump’s supporters celebrate his positions because these policies serve the interests of individuals who benefited from institutionalized advantages prior to Obama’s presidency. Many individuals and industries that profited under previous presidencies and regulatory regimes objected to Obama administration actions that diminished their established advantages. As usual, change was disruptive. Obama’s focus on equal protection, equal opportunity, quality-of-life improvements for all, environmental protection, lowering our carbon footprint, consumer protections, and strengthening our global alliances were geared toward collective benefit and long-term sustainability. Trump’s policies reverse Obama’s progressive policies that adapted to contemporary realities and necessities for equality and the common good. The Trump administration aims to reinstate the prior advantages to the detriment of egalitarianism and the long-term prosperity of the broad-based American collective.

Many other Trump supporters celebrate his style of decision-making, which is driven by his individualist impulses. For Trump, individualism revolves around the individual in charge, as was the case with his private business. Trump’s tactics, which seem erratic and volatile to some, are seen as crafty and shrewd by his fans who think he is shaking up the process and keeping others off-balance to maximize his leverage. His words and actions convey that he views the government as an extension of himself, as if it belongs to him alone and he can dictate its actions according to his whims. For example, Trump has fabricated spurious allegations without any evidence, in one instance calling for an investigation into the Department of Justice53 (alleging that his campaign office had been wiretapped), and in another, calling for a new Special Counsel54 (alleging that an FBI agent had been embedded in his campaign). In both situations, Trump pressured Attorney General Jeff Sessions to diverge from DoJ standards, and excoriated Sessions for not doing what he wanted.

With regard to policy, Trump consistently advances his individual interests. It is not a coincidence that his top priorities were health reform (which would have lowered taxes) and tax reform legislation that includes major tax breaks for wealthy individuals. Tax reductions in the 2017 tax law benefited Trump and his family dramatically,55 and the repeal of Obamacare would have also substantially reduced Trump’s taxes.56 Trump’s decisions on taxes benefit the broad collective community only incidentally, to the extent that is necessary to make those new laws politically marketable. The common thread apparent from his decisions on taxes is that they are developed with a constituency-of-one in mind: Donald Trump.

On healthcare, it was evident that Trump just wanted a deal, regardless of what it looked like. By repeatedly contradicting himself on health policy, and even criticizing the bill (which he later called “mean”) that passed the House with his full support, it was clear that he didn’t understand or really even care about the specifics of healthcare legislation. His aims aligned with his individual interests and his lack of concern for collective impact. Trump’s primary concerns were that the bill must include tax breaks and that there must be final passage of something, anything, so that he could call it a “win.” He was totally indifferent about the vital details that determine the effectiveness of a healthcare system, including issues impacting covered benefits, delivery of services, and payment. Aside from getting a massive tax break, he seemed to believe that healthcare reform doesn’t affect him or people like him.

But that is just plain wrong, and it reflects his lack of understanding about healthcare. The repeal of the ACA would jeopardize all Americans, not just those covered by Obamacare. Smart healthcare policy is vital to the collective community, beyond individuals. If millions lose their coverage, then when they need healthcare, they would have to go to emergency rooms, which would increase uncompensated care. Those costs would be shifted to people who do have health coverage, causing everyone’s costs to soar. As fewer people have access to preventive care, untreated communicable diseases would rise. Public health contagion would increase, infecting people regardless of coverage. Anyone, including Trump, who encounters other people at work, at a campaign rally, at school, in the supermarket, in the theatre, or at the gym would be at risk. What starts as an erroneously perceived individual risk quickly grows into a major community risk.

Tax breaks that disproportionately benefit the wealthiest Americans—by sharply reducing the corporate tax rate, sheltering millions of dollars from the estate tax, and giving the overwhelming share of personal tax cuts to the wealthy—are a quintessential example of favoring individualism to the detriment of collectivism. These tax cuts, which were in his 2017 tax law, had been atop Trump’s presidential wish list, after years of doing all he could to lower or eliminate his own taxes, which he acknowledged publicly and proudly. In interviews during the campaign, he openly spoke about how much he hates paying taxes and does everything he possibly can to lower or completely eliminate his federal tax liability. During his September 26, 2016 debate against Hillary Clinton, Trump even bragged about not paying any federal tax, saying “that makes me smart.” The 2017 tax cuts benefit him personally and dramatically—lowering his own taxes by changing the laws that affect him— while exacerbating inequality. Trump’s tax cut law will eventually engender resentment among lower-income Americans who only got minor tax cuts that will expire after only a handful of years. They were included so that the administration could claim that the bill helps most Americans, even though those meager measures only amount to a few crumbs from the table of the millionaires and billionaires, who will reap the major benefits. But the impact will not be confined there, and will likely trigger social distortions, disillusionment, and disintegration.

Societal animosity about inequality festers when the accumulation of wealth by individuals is prioritized over the prosperity of the broader community. A 2017 study by fourteen universities on wealth disparities found that the level of inequality in the United States is “probably the highest wealth inequality for any developed country right now,” according to the study’s lead author, Tim Kohler.57 “Inequality has a lot of subtle and potentially pernicious effects on societies,” Kohler said in a statement.58 “We could be concerned in the United States, that if [inequality levels] get too high, we could be inviting revolution, or we could be inviting state collapse.” The tax cuts and other laws that increase inequality will have long-term negative impact. People with less financial means will increasingly feel dislocated from society, as if the deck were stacked against them. There will likely be economic stagnation among those who seek upward mobility but can’t catch a break to get ahead. There may be a rise in economic crimes, and possibly in violent or physical crimes that result from personal hardship and feelings of futility. There will likely be even more political discord, partisanship, and voter rebellion, possibly to the point of class warfare. These risks will jeopardize the well-being of the entire American community, including the rich.

The repeal of financial industry regulations, corporate accountability measures, and consumer protections (which prevent the type of banking and lending practices that led to the 2008 economic collapse) could put the coun-try at risk of another fiscal crisis. Although some well-tailored revisions to the Dodd-Frank law were appropriate and enacted in 2018 (along with others that were overly permissive), wholesale repeal of the law, or dismantling the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, would enable rampant profiteering at the expense of the collective. Removing communally minded safeguards allows self-interested banks and individualistic bankers to instill predatory lending practices. Irresponsible corporate practices, obstacles to economic opportunity and social mobility, and reductions in consumers’ financial bargaining power may flourish. If consumers lack access to capital and face dire consequences from banks’ unreasonable and unregulated rules, there could be a new wave of economic victims burdened with financial hardships. The federal government might again be called in to provide a safety net or bailout to financial institutions at great cost, both financially and politically.

On trade, Trump apparently has individual interests, although we don’t know what they are since he never released his tax records. But it appears that he and/or his businesses faced disadvantages due to some trade rules, which fueled his animosity. He is now trying to settle that score by renegotiating or canceling a number of major trade pacts, and by imposing tariffs, regardless of the consequences to the collective society. (Note: trade is discussed further in chapter 7.)

On immigration, Trump’s travel ban vilifying Muslims also stems from his individualistic stance and idiosyncrasies. He has absolutely no affinity for the people against whom the travel ban discriminated, making it easy for him to reject their needs and ambitions. He regards his own ambitions and background as the benchmark for which individualistic pursuits are meritorious, making it easy for him to impose adverse treatment on people who, from his perspective, are not like him. He considers them unworthy of empathy, accommodation, or compassion. His antipathy is evident in his effort to prevent refugees from coming to our country. A limit is set each year on refugee admissions into the United States, with far less actually admitted. In 2016, the limit was 110,000. In 2017, Trump lowered the cap to 45,000; and in 2018, he lowered it again to 30,000.59

Trump’s pernicious attitude led to his decision to penalize asylum seekers and unauthorized immigrants by separating children from their parents.60 Although Attorney General Sessions announced the policy, it stemmed from Trump’s White House.61 Trump’s support of that inhumane policy was reinforced in July 2018 when, deflecting a question about the government’s vio-lation of the court-mandated deadline to reunite families, he declared, “I have a solution. Tell people not to come to our country illegally. That’s the solution. Don’t come to our country illegally. Come like other people do. Come legally.”62 When Trump was then asked if “you’re punishing the children because their parents are coming?” he did not refute the punitive intent, responding, “We have laws. We have borders. Don’t come to our country illegally.”63 It takes a dose of rugged individualism to migrate to another country, but apparently, Trump only likes his version of what an individualist is.

As an ardent individualist, when Trump has a policy inclination, it usually aims to reduce the government’s role and spending (except for defense and his pet projects, such as building a wall along the border with Mexico), and hence, reduce his taxes. His agenda generates strident opposition from advocates, activists, interest groups, elected officials, and communities that are adversely impacted by the funding and regulatory cutbacks. Opponents recognize the harm to society that his policies inflict on services, issues, and programs. They fiercely resist policies that undermine the fabric of society that our collective community gained through decades of dedication and hard-fought battles. And when we do not hear much from Trump about a particular policy, it appears that he doesn’t have a personal or political stake in the matter, either for or against a particular outcome.

Trump’s policies, which ignore the collectivist rationale of existing laws, propel negative repercussions. Beneficiaries of government protections are at risk, as his administration threatens policies and programs that safeguard civil rights, voting rights, clean air, clean water, fair labor standards, worker safety, and educational and economic equal opportunity. Decimation of these rights and laws will tear social cohesion, exacerbate wealth gaps, and build animosity between communities. Individualist policies that encourage an “every person for himself/herself ” attitude will impose severe consequences. Increases in poverty, homelessness, crime, drug addiction, and decreased economic productivity are predictable long-term results from such a climate. Counter-reactions to Trump’s policies might also include actions that disregard social norms by bending rules and breaking laws to secure self-interests. These occurrences will definitely impact Trump’s friends and supporters, along with all other Americans.

Perhaps even more troubling, cabinet officers typically follow the president’s lead by aligning their policy decisions with his policies. In the case of Trump’s cabinet officials, that translates to decisions that prioritize the largess of wealthy individualists at the expense of the needs of the broader collective community, whose needs should be at the forefront of any cabinet member’s thoughts.




TRUMP’S EXTREME INDIVIDUALISM MAKES GOVERNMENT PERSONAL

Trump’s affinity for individualism far transcends traditional boundaries. His devotion to individualism is literal. He applies it not just as a matter of policy and ideology, but also as a personal tool, in a way that we’ve never before seen in a US president. Both his words and his actions reveal that Trump expects his appointees and staff to accord priority above all else to his reputational, pecuniary, and electoral interests. Many incidents—such as those in which he required appointees to be loyal to him personally—demonstrate that his primary motivation is to preserve, protect, promote, and defend his own interests.

He sometimes widens the scope of his concern beyond his and his children’s interests, but even then, it is problematic. For example, when gender is a factor, he extends the scope of his concern to men under scrutiny. When his staffer, Rob Porter, was accused of domestic abuse by his former wife and denied a security clearance by the FBI, Trump came to his aid and continued to support him even after Porter was forced out of his job.64 When Fox News executive, Bill Shine, was unemployed due to his role in covering up sexual abuse by Roger Ailes and Bill O’Reilly, Trump hired him as a deputy chief of staff.65 Most profoundly, when Brett Kavanaugh was accused of sexual misconduct, Trump doubled down in support of him,66 vocally lamented that men are vulnerable to having their careers ruined by women’s allegations, and even ridiculed the accuser at a political event.67 It is no mere coincidence that, the following month, Secretary DeVos released new rules about sexual assault and harassment at colleges that tilt enforcement procedures in favor of the accused (usually men).68

It seems that there are two reasons for Trump’s concern for men who are accused of improprieties. First, his defense of them aims to reinforce his defense of himself. Trump has been accused of sexual misconduct by nineteen women, all of whose allegations he claimed were fake news, going as far as to call them liars.69 Second, and just as important, as an ardent individualist, Trump seems to believe that he is licensed to serve his individual interests, without restraint, modulation, or consequence. He seems to resent anyone who calls for empathy or compassion to be injected into the calculation. Trump apparently identified with Kavanaugh being an aggressive defender of his own individual behavior, regardless of the veracity of his defense, particularly since Kavanaugh was being confronted by activists in the #MeToo movement.

On matters of national policy (e.g., tax breaks, bank regulation, health-care, trade, tariffs, fossil-fuel profiteering), Trump does not seek to benefit the common good or the broad-based American collective. Instead, when he broadens his range of concerns, he most often goes to bat for people like him and people whom he aspires to be like: the wealthy, privileged class, such as members of his country clubs, and celebrities. Supporting their interests is akin to supporting his own. Additionally, because Trump quests for approval and values people who pay homage to him, he rewards those who profess their loyalty or devotion to him. To secure and reward the support of his base, he is willing to take policy positions that cater to their beliefs and excite them, as long as their interests do not conflict with his own. Although Trump’s rural and middle America base is not like him, they share his anger and resentment toward the establishment, celebrate his deviance from traditional norms, and validate his belief that he is the individual who matters, even when his policies are disadvantageous to them. The symbiotic relationship between Trump and his base plays out on many policy fronts.

Trump manufactured a public image of himself as a strong-willed, self-made, rugged individualist, and his base seems to have embraced that image, irrespective of facts to the contrary. They may be unaware of all of Trump’s legacy advantages from his father, finances, and schools—and his questionable business practices—that put him on a glide path toward wealth. His base may be so enamored with his celebrity, brash demeanor, and authoritarian bombast that they willfully dismiss facts about his true nature. They may simply envy his inherited wealth and disregard for norms. In turn, their adoration inspires Trump to amplify his branded persona. Their adulation reinforces Trump’s belief in his own image and encourages him to take it to an extreme, resulting in a hyperbolic caricature of a superior rugged individualist.

Trump’s conduct and policies can be explained more by personality and psychology than by public policy or political philosophy. The Goldwater rule,70 named for 1964 GOP presidential nominee Senator Barry Goldwater, restrained comments about a public official’s psychological fitness without a professional face-to-face evaluation. But many believe that it does not apply to Trump.71 Despite protestations from his acolytes, Trump’s psychological and mental status is a public matter, not the exclusive domain of psychiatrists who evaluate him as a patient. In contrast with his predecessors, whose decisions were based on their perception of national interests, Trump acts on his personal interests. Trump insists that he is the policy, and the policy is what he wants. Therefore, the only way to understand his policy is to understand his psychological composition and needs that drive his decisions. His daily ubiquity and the transparency of his tweets and comments—far beyond that of past presidents—inundates every American with insight into his character, motivations, objectives, needs, and temperament.72 He chose to rip away the veneer and expose his impulses. Rather than hide his psychological fabric, he has placed it in the public record. Informed by the deluge of his daily behaviors, each of us can evaluate him and interpret his conduct in the context of every other human interaction that we’ve ever had. It would be irresponsible of the public not to do so, since he has transformed his personality and psychology into governmental and national behavior, therefore inviting our scrutiny.

While fusing his persona and policy, Trump glorifies himself as the archetype of individualism. The lofty status that he accords himself was reflected in his declaration that “I alone can fix it,” when accepting the Republican nomination.73 His self-devotion was even more explicit in a 2017 interview during which he proclaimed, “The one that matters is me. I’m the only one that matters.”74 He went further during a 2018 interview with Fox News in which he fabricated a disaster scenario to claim his indispensability, asserting, “If I ever got impeached, I think the market would crash. I think everybody would be very poor.”75

Yet, unlike authentic rugged individualists, he is plagued by dependency on others. He quenches his thirst for validation by soliciting tributes and praise (from Russia’s President Putin, Israel’s Prime Minister Netanyahu, the Philippines’ President Duterte, Saudi Arabia’s Crown Prince Salman, etc.), which seem to be as vital to him as air and water are to most people. He bullies others in an attempt to build up his stature (referring to politicians and pundits by derogatory nicknames like “Little Marco” Rubio [US Senator from Florida], “Low Energy Jeb” Bush [former Florida governor and rival for the 2016 GOP presidential nomination], “Liddle’ Adam Schiff” [Democratic Congressman from California], and “Sleepy eyes Chuck Todd” [NBC political director and host of Meet the Press ]). He boasts his preeminence even when he is an amateur (“I know more about ISIS than the generals do”).76 He proclaims his superiority even when such claim is baseless (“Nobody loves the Bible more than I do”77) or antithetical to his conduct (“No one has more respect for women than me”78). He shifts the blame for his failures onto others (“Can you believe that Mitch McConnell, who has screamed Repeal & Replace for 7 years, couldn’t get it done”).79 He is obsessed with winning, as if wins will establish his worth (“My whole life is about winning. I always win. . . . My whole life is about winning. I don’t lose often. I almost never lose”).80

Common sense and basic life experience teaches us that anyone who consistently utters such epithets and basks in self-aggrandizement has an obvious need to inflate their image to overcompensate for low self-esteem. He often injects claims of intellectual prowess inappropriately, as when he complimented himself as a “very stable genius” during the 2018 NATO meeting.81 He repeatedly cites his Electoral College victory, even when entirely out of context, as if to assert his worthiness, as in his press conference with Putin in Helsinki.82 The intended audience for these comments may actually be himself, as it seems that he says them to justify being president, and reassure himself that he belongs. Our parents taught us that these behaviors indicate an emotionally destitute, weak person, and we don’t need a psychiatrist’s evaluation to confirm that. Even so, many psychologists and psychiatrists have publicized their professional opinions83 about Trump’s mental and emotional status, with similar findings.84

A strikingly fatuous display of Trump’s dependence on approbation and affirmation occurred in June 2017, at his first cabinet meeting, that opened with the most sycophantic cacophony of humiliating brown-nosing that has probably ever been imposed upon senior officials in our government’s history.85 Trump’s cabinet members took turns showering him with compliments and praise saying that they were “deeply honored,” “thrilled,” and “privileged” for the “great honor to work with you,” and that “it was a great honor traveling with you . . . and an even greater honor to be here serving in your cabinet.” Short-tenured chief of staff Reince Priebus climbed to the top of the dunghill by declaring, “On behalf of the entire senior staff around you, Mr. President, we thank you for the opportunity and the blessing that you’ve given us to serve your agenda.”86 The genuflection stopped just short of referring to him as their wonderful dear leader. One could only imagine how quickly Truman or Eisenhower would have cut off such talk and directed everyone to get back to business. Although that display was the apex of absurdity, similar obsequiousness is commonly uttered from the press secretary’s podium, any lectern from which Trump is being introduced with him standing nearby, and anywhere else where Trump could be watching, which includes televised interviews and congressional hearings.

Trump conveys the impression that he harbors a narcissistic delusion of being the ultimate individualist, supreme in all endeavors. His ignominious August 15, 2017 press conference at Trump Tower about the Charlottesville violence was a typical example. Trump’s comments were filled with so many newsworthy calamities (“You also had some very fine people on both sides”) that the media did not have the bandwidth to cover them all. In one overlooked claim about the video of the violence, Trump declared, “I watched those very closely, much more closely than you people watched it.”87 This claim is nonsensical on many levels. First, he had no way of knowing how closely anyone else watched the video, or how a whole roomful of reporters watched it. Second, he assumed that other people did not watch it well or correctly, which he had no basis to assert. Third, he conveyed his belief that he is better at watching things than anyone else, and that all others must defer to his superior watching powers.

That comment fits within a lineage of Trump’s statements of individual superiority, including, “Nobody has more respect for women than I do”; “Nobody’s better to people with disabilities than me”; “There’s nobody that’s done so much for equality as I have”; “Nobody knows the system better than me”; “Nobody’s more conservative than me”; and “I will be the greatest jobs president that God ever created.”88 Trump’s statements bring to mind his doctor’s declaration during the campaign, which suffered from similar flaws: “If elected, Mr. Trump, I can state unequivocally, will be the healthiest individual ever elected to the presidency.” We later learned that Trump did, indeed, dictate that language to the doctor for use in the letter, as many had suspected.89 As 2018 came to a close, Trump unleashed one of his most ironic and outlandish boasts, claiming that “nobody knows more about technology than me.”90 Vint Cerf and Tim Berners-Lee (who are among the creators of the internet), Bill Gates and Steve Wozniak (who are among the creators of personal computing), and tens of millions of tech professionals worldwide are evidence to the contrary. Even high school students pose a stark contrast to Trump who (aside from his use of Twitter) is devoid of basic computer skills and well-known as a technological Luddite.91

Taken together, these boasts convey that Trump either believes that he is a historically supreme being—superior to all others in all ways—or is over-compensating mightily for his limitations and closely guarded feelings of inadequacy. Alternatively, he may be hypersensitive about being exposed as a fraud: as a businessman who went bankrupt multiple times, as a TV personality based on a false image, and as a candidate who allegedly needed illegal help from Russians to win. His hyperbolic statements of false superiority may be designed to prevent exposure of his faults, failings, and fallacies.

Trump is so eager to project himself as a powerful, dominant, rugged, individualistic leader that he acts in ways that damage his own best interests. For example, after he fired FBI director James Comey, White House staff issued an official rationale for the firing, claiming that it was because of reasons laid out in a recommendation by the Justice Department. But Trump, wanting to show that he is in control, and the dominant force in the government, contradicted the official explanation. In a televised interview, NBC’s Lester Holt asked him whether he fired Comey because of the Justice Department’s recommendation. Trump responded, “I was going to fire Comey. My decision.” In response to Holt’s follow-up question, Trump said, “I was going to fire regardless of recommendation,” and reiterated, “But regardless of recommendation, I was going to fire Comey.”92 It almost seemed like a Jack Nicholson and Tom Cruise scene from the film A Few Good Men, with Lester Holt demanding of Trump, “Colonel Trump, did you order the Code Red,” and Trump responding, “You’re goddamn right I did!”

Trump reprised that role in December 2018 when he met with then-House Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi and Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer about funding the government. He again sought to proclaim his individual dominance by insisting on funds for a border wall while negotiating over keeping government open through a Continuing Resolution. As Trump escalated the tension during a photo op for the media, he blurted out, “I am proud to shut down the government . . . I will take the mantle. I will be the one to shut it down. I’m not going to blame you for it . . . I will take the mantle of shutting it down.”93

The stock market is another tool that Trump uses to show that he is a powerful individual. When market indices rose dramatically during his first year in office, Trump touted their success, attributing the gains to his presence and policies. Analysts thought that Trump’s motive was for stocks to rise and speculated about whether he would disavow responsibility for market declines. Although Trump took credit for the rise, financial growth is only one of his goals. He also uses the markets to proclaim his control. In early 2018, Trump announced his plan to impose tariffs on steel and aluminum, despite warnings against starting a trade war that would lower stock prices. When countries reciprocated, Trump doubled-down, imposing more tariffs on more goods, which continued the decline of stock prices. Then, he unleashed a series of tweets and comments demonizing Amazon, ostensibly to drive down the price of its stock (likely due to his animus toward Amazon’s CEO Jeff Bezos, who also owns the Washington Post). Lawmakers from both parties asked him to stop attacking Amazon, but instead of complying, he again doubled-down with more aggressive statements, further toying with the stock’s price. By targeting the stock market as a whole, or specific companies, Trump apparently relishes the ability to make stock prices rise and fall according to his caprice, to reward or penalize companies and their leaders.

Another case of Trump’s self-indulgent need to showcase his unique power was his pardon of Arizona’s controversial Sheriff Joe Arpaio, who was convicted of contempt of court for failing to comply with a court order. Trump did not consult with the Department of Justice, Arpaio had not yet been sentenced, and Arpaio had not even submitted a request for a pardon. Trump issued the pardon as an individual favor, to demonstrate to his base how powerful he is. He probably also used the pardon as a means to send a message to anyone who is under Special Counsel Robert Mueller’s scrutiny in the Russia probe, letting them know that a pardon might await them, too, if they are convicted after refusing to divulge Trump’s secrets. Trump was flexing his muscles, as the individual who can make the government do what he wants it to do.

But in so doing, Trump damaged national interests by pardoning a government official who refused to follow court orders. By issuing the pardon, Trump elevated his individualist interests above the collective national interest. That began a series of pardons—presumably replicating the feeling of powerfulness—that he granted without the customary scrutiny by the Justice Department. With each pardon, in effect, he proclaimed that making Trump happy is more important than the rule of law. Yet, this country is based on the rule of law, and Trump has set himself up to eventually be reminded of that in an unpleasant and consequential way by Congress, the courts, and the facts that Special Counsel Mueller details in his full report. He is trying to usurp governmental authority so that it serves his will, as if our federal government were an extension of himself, existing just to execute his dictates. Our democracy does not allow that.

In the summer of 2018, Trump found another tool that he could use to capriciously impose his will with virtually no restraint. After former CIA director John Brennan criticized Trump for his embarrassing and unpatriotic comments at the Helsinki Summit with Vladimir Putin, and the damage that Trump’s conduct did to US interests, Trump revoked Brennan’s security clearance, and threatened to revoke clearances from other critics. While the executive branch has the right to revoke such clearances, doing so to punish someone for expressing their opinion is an affront to the First Amendment’s right of free speech. Trump either did not understand that or simply did not care, being much more dedicated to his own image and feelings than to the Constitution and national security. Trump’s authority over security clearances enabled him to serve his individual interests, both by hitting back at a critic and by shifting national attention away from the top news story at the time that was disadvantageous to him, namely, Omarosa Manigault Newman’s highly condemnatory book, Unhinged.94

In September 2018, Trump attempted to unilaterally advance his individual interests through yet another mechanism with no constraints. He ordered certain documents that he believed were favorable to his legal defense against Special Counsel Mueller’s investigation to be declassified and publicly released.95 While a president has the legal authority to declassify documents, Trump’s motive was highly suspect. Declassification can compromise national security, jeopardizing the intelligence community’s sources and methods, which can have protracted negative effects. Trump’s planned release of those particular pages and passages sought to impair Mueller’s investigation, support his own interests without regard for other consequences, and bias public opinion about the Trump family’s involvement with Russians. It appeared that obstruction of justice was Trump’s goal. Although Trump bowed to pressure from the intelligence community and retracted his order to declassify the documents, the message underlying the order was clear. The timing was also relevant, as it may have been an effort to distract media attention away from the major news of the day that was disadvantageous to Trump, like former campaign chairman Paul Manafort’s agreement to cooperate with Mueller.


In February 2019, Trump resorted to an extreme tool of individual authority in his obsessive effort to build a border wall. He unilaterally usurped government power by declaring a national emergency where none existed. By fabricating and falsifying an emergency, he sought to redirect funds that Congress explicitly refused to allocate, which circumvented Congress’s power under Article One of the Constitution to decide how federal funds are to be spent.96 Lawsuits were quickly initiated to prevent this violation, and his declaration is unlikely to withstand legal scrutiny because: (a) although circumstances at the border did not change significantly during his first two years, he had not previously considered the situation to be an emergency; (b) when he declared an emergency, he said that he didn’t need to do it, and was doing it just to speed up the process; and (c) the actual, factual border conditions did not pose a national security threat nor otherwise constitute a national emergency.97 The only threats at the border were personal to Trump. Contrary to his promises to his base, he had not built the wall, and Mexico did not agree to pay for it. Trump’s self-interests were at risk, and he acted on those to the detriment of national interests. He disregarded our Constitution, the future impact on our government, our democratic processes, and the effect on Republicans who were forced to choose between supporting him or the rule of law.

Trump’s self-centered individualism takes many forms, including unabashed and unabated narcissism. In one glaring example, when eleven Jews were murdered in a Pittsburgh synagogue, instead of canceling a rally on the same day out of respect and mourning for the victims, he held the rally and jovially lamented, “I said, ‘Maybe I should cancel this arrangement because I have a bad hair day.’”98 The juxtaposition of his complaint about the rain’s effect on his hair while the nation mourned a mass-killing hate crime was appalling, illuminating his incapacity for empathy, his narcissistic priorities, and his total self-absorption. An especially bizarre display of these characteristics occurred when Trump met with hurricane survivors in Puerto Rico in 2017. Amid a throng of people who had lost their homes, their belongings, and possibly some loved ones, Trump deemed it appropriate to toss rolls of paper towels into the crowd, like basketballs.99 He later said, “I was having fun,” maybe believing that the paper towels had cleaned up their lives, soaked up the rains, and solved their misery in the process.100 Trump’s conduct and comments repeatedly demonstrate that his individualistic narcissism leaves no room for communal empathy, even for people whose lives were devastated.101


Empathy for people in need is a personality trait that is more prevalent among community collectivists than rugged individualists, based on the relative scope and breadth of their concern for others. Empathy can even be viewed as a motive for paying taxes, since tax revenues help the broader collective. In that context, the paper towel incident speaks volumes: Trump’s inability to muster empathy for suffering victims created a void that he instead filled with his self-enamored conduct. As the boss sets standards for the staff, Trump’s lack of empathy was epitomized in another incident by his aide, Kelly Riddell Sadler, who dismissed then terminally ill Senator John McCain’s opposition to a Trump nominee by saying, “It doesn’t matter, he’s dying anyway.”102 Trump’s aversion to empathy, and the tone he sets for his administration, might explain why he is unwaveringly cemented as an individualist, even though most individualists are not bereft of empathetic capacity.

The dual creeds of our national identity also come into play in Trump’s reaction to criticism. He doesn’t understand when Americans care more about the collective well-being of the American people than about the individual who resides in the White House. Because Trump runs the government as an extension of himself, orchestrated around his own best interests, he mistakes criticism of him to be criticism of the country. As a result, he continually demonizes the media (which he also does to urge distrust of the media so that his base will not accept news reports about Special Counsel Mueller’s findings). He often asserts that the media is “the enemy of the people.”103 At a rally in Arizona in August 2017, he questioned the patriotism of the media, telling the crowd, “I really think they don’t like our country.”104 It is as if his need for ego reinforcement is sustained by superimposing his individual interests on the entire country.

It is not surprising that Trump disdains the many marches and demonstrations in which Americans voice their opposition to both his policies and him personally, as they are a very visual form of criticism. It is quite possible that he views the marchers from the lens of a Hoover-esque individualist who scornfully dismisses the collectivists as dependent laggards who can’t fend for themselves, and instead whine and plead to the government to give them things or protect them. It is likely that he considers the marchers as products of a failed philosophy or “loser” mentality. Since Trump, like other individualists, strives to be less interconnected with the country and the world than the collectivists are, he is antagonistic toward those who extend relationships with, and reliance on, a broader network of stakeholders. In lashing out against his critics within and outside of government, Trump fails to recognize the sanctity of the right to criticize the president. Our Congress, our courts, and, indeed, our Constitution were constructed to support and defend the rights, protections, and shared values that are embodied in those marchers.

Trump’s self-centered version of individualism emboldens him to act as though the law does not apply to him. That contradicts our national values and compels scrutiny from Congress as it did from Special Counsel Mueller. In addition to Trump’s concern about the investigation into matters involving Russians, his indifference to constraints on his own pursuits emboldens him to profiteer from his hotels, especially the one in Washington, DC, where foreign officials purposefully stay when in DC to meet with him or his staff. Trump behaves as if he is above the law, in direct violation of the Constitution’s Emoluments Clause.105 Although Trump’s profiteering has not been the focal point of the initial hearings by congressional investigators, that may change, and these issues are primed for scrutiny by the courts, especially since his offenses against the Emoluments Clause are ongoing.106

Since Trump’s self-interested pursuits are on a collision course with the rule of law, he has unleashed an incessant flow of fallacies in an effort to exonerate himself, including his repetitious “no collusion” mantra. Trump and his acolytes have tried many strategies to attack Mueller’s, his staff’s, and the FBI’s credibility through deceptions, distortions, and false theories (e.g., fabricated conflicts of interest that Trump alleged when he tried to fire Mueller in 2017,107 the firing of Deputy Director Andrew McCabe,108 hysteria over text messages from an investigator whom Mueller removed from the case when he learned about the messages,109 and the concocted illusion of an FBI “secret society” undermining Trump that conspiracy theorists claimed was revealed by those text messages110). Yet, Trump’s actions are not surprising. As journalist Howard Fineman said in January 2018, “In a game of brute survival, the durability of institutions doesn’t matter to the people in the ball-game, and that’s where we’re at.”111

Trump’s narcissistic individualism is also expensive. His use of federal resources to indulge his desire to spend weekends at his hotels are costly in terms of Air Force One, the Secret Service detail, staffing, lodging for Secret Service and White House staff, and myriad other logistics. Many taxpayers are offended by this extravagant and elitist use of taxpayer dollars, particularly while Trump’s administration pushes policies that would disadvantage working-class Americans. Trump is indifferent about requiring middle- and lower-income Americans to pay for his self-gratifying luxuries and doesn’t seem to care about the appearance of abuse that it generates.

Trump’s individual excesses have also set a tone of fiscal indifference that his cabinet members seem to feel liberated to follow.112 Many cabinet members are multimillionaires or even billionaires who may feel that they have license to squander federal resources as capriciously as the boss does. Such was the case when Secretary Steven Mnuchin’s wife enjoyed a vacation by joining her husband on a trip, with transportation provided by a White House jet. After her offensive tweets about her ride and her designer clothes went viral, Mnuchin reimbursed the government for her airfare. But what if she hadn’t tweeted? There is no reason to believe that they would have reimbursed the government if they hadn’t been exposed. Former veterans’ affairs secretary David Shulkin and his wife cavorted on a similar vacation at government expense, which they reimbursed only after it was publicly exposed. Health and human services secretary Tom Price was forced to resign after disclosure of his profligate use of private jets. Former interior secretary Ryan Zinke and former EPA administrator Scott Pruitt (both of whom were later forced to resign for multiple offenses) were castigated for their unnecessary flights and first-class travel, resulting in promises to travel in coach class henceforth. These incidents raise concern about other lavish expenses incurred by Trump administration officials and paid by US taxpayers that have not yet come to light.

If the problem were limited to Trump’s individualistic policies, that would be enough to galvanize opponents. But Trump’s subjugation of national interests to his own personal, individual interests escalates resentment and resistance. His self-promotional style, self-adulatory statements, and self-aggrandizing ethical abuses have intensified opposition to policy and practices that are borne from his narcissism and deep-seated antipathy toward the peoples’ collective needs.
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“If you—like all of us—are asking yourself, ‘What the hell is going on in America?’
then you need to read this book.”

—Leon E. Panetta, chairman, Panetta Institute for Public Policy, former Secretary
of Defense, former director of the CIA, and former White House Chief of Staff
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