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EDITORIAL

Democracy 

In Peril

NEVER LET IT BE FORGOTTEN that the world’s  Today, the Republican Party has aimed a bullet at democracy’s oldest democracy was one man’s wobbly con-heart. And it is made possible not just by Trump and his lies, but science away from losing that claim in 2021. Vice by broader assaults on democracy that extend back years. The President Mike Pence did the right thing in the end gerrymandering that enables Republicans to hold legislative ma-on January 6 of last year, but by all accounts, he jorities even when their candidates don’t win a majority of votes. 

spent days, if not weeks, considering doing Donald The many forms of vote suppression. The aggressive packing of the Trump’s bidding and refusing to certify the electoral certificates courts with hard-right judges and justices. The alternative reality affirming Joe Biden’s election as president. In his conversation described for audiences on a daily basis by their media outlets (not with Dan Quayle, whom he called for advice, Pence listened as just Fox News, by a long shot—dozens or hundreds of websites, local Quayle told him that the vice president had no such authority radio stations, and more). The lies peddled relentlessly on social and then responded: “You don’t know the position I’m in.” So media, enabled by algorithms that reward rage and anger. None he was looking for ways. The election could have been tossed of these developments happened overnight. All were plotted and to the House of Representatives, which would have voted—be-planned over years—financed by right-wing billionaires, executed cause the vote is by state delegation, and Republicans controlled by ideologues who had contempt for the rules and norms that had 27 of those—to hand the White House to the candidate who lost kept our democracy, flawed as it has always been, functioning. 

the Electoral College and the popular vote by over seven million So, no, we haven’t been here before. And while some of what has ballots nationally, as well as every recount and some 60 legal happened here is unique to the United States, the authoritarian-challenges to those results. 

minded ethno-nationalism that we see on the American right is This country has confronted, and survived, many crises. But part of a grim, worldwide trend. We have only to look to Moscow this is something we’ve never faced before. One of our two major to see the tragic consequences of where this kind of thinking political parties is—and gleefully, right in front of our noses— 

leads. As David Rieff writes in these pages, there is an “autocratic taking steps to ensure that it can succeed in 2024 at what it failed tsunami sweeping the world” that democracies have so far proved to pull off in 2020. This is without precedent. Even in the 1850s, unable to arrest. 

our political parties agreed on the rules. The states that seceded to There is to all this an undeniable economic element, as the form the Confederacy didn’t try to argue that John Breckinridge global regime of neoliberalism that has ruled so much economic really won the 1860 election. They accepted the reality of Abra-policymaking since the late 1970s has worsened inequality and ham Lincoln’s victory. They left the Union over it, but they never strafed social safety nets and public investment, leaving millions tried to argue that his victory was legally illegitimate or pressure of citizens of many nations feeling that the system is not working secretaries of state to find a few thousand votes. 

for them. It has also—and this connection is not often enough This special issue of  The New Republic examines the current made—damaged democracy. Our nation’s Founders, though far condition of democracy in the United States and around the from perfect, knew well that excessive economic inequality was world, fingering the culprits and asking what can be done to save incompatible with democracy. This is a big part of what gave us it. Every article in this issue, from this editorial into the front President Trump. Republicans are chiefly to blame here, with of the book and then the feature well and right through to the their endless tax cuts for the superrich, but Democrats certainly book reviews, takes on some aspect of our democracy problem. 

shoulder some of the fault as well. 

With essays by some of our leading thinkers on these matters There are many important issues in our time, but none is more and reported pieces by our staffers, as well as our exclusive important than this: If we lose our democracy to Trumpism, democracy poll that asked respondents some questions that progress on all other issues is impossible, and the United States pollsters never ask Americans, this issue boldly lays out the becomes a quasi-authoritarian semi-democracy. If nothing else, nature of the challenge we face. 

we want future generations to see that we tried to do our part. 
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STATE OF THE NATION

Democracy’s Guard

Bennie Thompson’s long struggle for civil rights is culminating with his role atop the January 6 committee. 

By Grace Segers

by the Voting Rights Act of 1965. The town’s Thompson, now a member of the U.S. House,  KENT

white population revolted, and an unsuc-

told me more than five decades later. “The   NISHIMURA IT WAS 1969, one year after the death of cessful lawsuit to prevent the three from establishment in the community saw this 

Martin Luther King Jr., and in Bolton, Mistaking office ultimately died in a federal as a threat to their way of life.” The city sissippi, white Southerners’ ugly backlash court of appeals. 

clerk had told him in the first meeting of  /LOS

to the gains of the civil rights movement One of those men, 21-year-old Bennie 

the new council that he would not do any-  ANGELE

was a powerful force. Three Black men had Thompson, had run for office because he 

thing the Black aldermen said. The system, been elected to the Board of Aldermen, after wanted change for the town’s Black resi-and the people who had long defined it, did  S TIME

succeeding in registering the small town’s dents: improved housing and infrastructure, not want to change. 

S/GE

significant population of Black voters with fire and police protection, recreation for Thompson faced another failed lawsuit  TT

the help of federal registrars, as permitted young people. “It was kind of an icebreaker,” 

after he won the mayoral election for Bolton  Y
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in 1973. When the Mississippi State Highway THOMPSON WAS BORN in Bolton in 1948, Patrol set up roadblocks to harass Black 

the son of a mechanic and a schoolteacher. 

citizens during voter registration drives His father died while Thompson was in high while he was in office, Thompson recalled school, and friends stepped up to help raise to me, he took them to court. “It was always him, instilling in the young Thompson a 

hard. But we always operated within the 

strong sense of community and sense of 

system,” Thompson said. “You didn’t have 

connection to the small hamlet of just a few to stand on the corner and holler loud, you hundred residents. 

just understood you can have your day in 

Some people are possessed with a pre-

this country in court. Just make sure that ternatural sense of purpose, a seriousness you do it the right way.” 

that lends them an air of gravitas even at Decades after overcoming challenges 

a young age. “You know when you are in 

to his own elections, Thompson sits atop 

college, and there are just some people 

a panel dedicated to uncovering a con-

that seem like grown-ups, more than the 

spiracy to overturn President Joe Biden’s other students? Bennie was always like a 

electoral victory. Last July, he was tasked grown-up,” said Oleta Fitzgerald, now the by House Speaker Nancy Pelosi to lead 

Southern regional director of Children’s 

a select committee to investigate the at-

Defense Fund, but once a classmate of 

tempted insurrection and storming of the 

Thompson’s at Tougaloo College. 

U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021. The com-

In the late 1960s, Tougaloo, a private 

mittee was approved almost entirely along Black college on the outskirts of Jackson, party lines, and its members were chosen 

Mississippi, had a population of particular-by Pelosi. Although two Republicans sit 

ly civic-minded students. Just a few years on the panel, they have largely been ex-before Thompson and Fitzgerald attended 

communicated from their own party, and 

Tougaloo, nine students held a sit-in at a pub-Thompson has the unenviable task of ensur-lic library in Jackson in an effort to integrate ing the work of the committee is not seen as the facility, a protest that catalyzed a wave of politically motivated. 

civil rights demonstrations in the state. The Thompson’s chairmanship of the select 

school provided a safe space for Freedom 

committee is not just a capstone of the career Riders and hosted meetings led by Med-of a respected congressman and chair of the gar Evers, the president of the Mississippi Homeland Security Committee, but of his 

naacp. Martin Luther King Jr. was among the life’s work of subverting systems while still luminaries in the civil rights movement who acting within them, using his relative power spoke at the college’s Woodworth Chapel. 

to methodically scrub the grout of racism Thompson thrived in this atmosphere, 

and corruption from their halls. 

joining the Student Nonviolent Coordinat-

Thompson’s supporters delineate a clear 

ing Committee, and volunteering for civil path from Thompson’s upbringing, educa-rights activist Fannie Lou Hamer’s ultimate-tion, and career as a Black man in Mississippi, ly unsuccessful congressional campaign. 

a state riven by the domestic terrorism of He recalled meeting such icons as King and white supremacists in the decades between John Lewis, who later served in Congress 

Reconstruction and the civil rights move-

along with Thompson and remained a life-

ment. The highest number of lynchings in 

long friend. “Tougaloo was probably that 

the country between 1882 and 1968 occurred point in my life that convinced me to stay in Mississippi, according to the naacp. 

in Mississippi, to choose public service as a 

“He clearly understands that when you 

lifelong occupation, and just to try to make, have domestic terrorism that goes un-in my own way, a difference in the lives of accounted for, you can be guaranteed that my state and my community,” Thompson 

you will have more acts of domestic terror-said. (It was also where he met his wife of ism. That has been the experience across 

more than 50 years, London.)

the South, but especially Mississippi,” said The college provided him with the frame-Derrick Johnson, the president and CEO of work to understand the structural racism 

the naacp and a mentee of Thompson. “And 

that underpinned life in Mississippi—why 

so in this moment, as he chairs the January 6 

his side of town had no sidewalks or spaces 

[committee], the importance of holding 

for recreation, why his school’s textbooks people accountable for the insurrectionist were secondhand and out of date. “Tougaloo acts on our nation’s Capitol—if we don’t 

helped me make the connection of how that hold people accountable, he clearly under-develops. But it also gave me the way forward stands it only opens the door for more acts of how you work toward institutional change of domestic terrorism.” 

in a community,” Thompson said. 

State of the Nation 
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S

T

After becoming mayor of Bolton, 



A

T

Thompson helped organize the Mississippi 

E O

Conference of Black Mayors, which suc-

F 

cessfully lobbied for federal funds to aid T

H

the region. Thompson spent his time as 

E 

mayor determined to improve infrastruc-

N

A

ture for the town’s Black residents: Streets T

I

were paved, housing renovated, and a new 

O

N

City Hall constructed. “The city halls are no longer places our black folks fear to come,” 

Thompson told  The New York Times in a 1979 article. Major cities like Detroit and New York donated firetrucks and garbage trucks. 

The town reevaluated its real estate, revealing that many white residents had been 

undervaluing their property. A segregated pool was closed, and land was repurposed 

to build a new municipal building. 

“If I have two roads, a paved road with 

Bennie Thompson (second from left) at the National Conference of Black Mayors in 1974

potholes in a white neighborhood and an 

unpaved one in a black neighborhood, my 

priority is the unpaved road,” Thompson 

said in a 1985 profile written by Joe Klein for the crisis. Thompson became chair of the 

Representative John Katko, the ranking  

 Esquire. “Equality doesn’t mean spending Homeland Security Committee in 2007 and 

member of the Homeland Security Commit-

the same amount of money on blacks as 

introduced legislation implementing the 

tee, said he and Thompson have a “terrific whites. It means giving blacks the same 

remaining recommendations provided by 

partnership,” stemming from an under-

quality of service as whites.” 

the 9/11 Commission. 

standing of the bipartisan importance of the After his election to the Hinds County 

Sixteen years before the insurrection, on committee’s purview. “It’s a real joy working Board of Supervisors in 1979, his statewide January 6, 2005, Thompson voted against 

with him,” said Katko, who is retiring at influence quickly grew. Thompson consid-certifying the electoral victory of President the end of the year. “That’s one of the guys ered running for Congress in the 1980s, after George W. Bush, objecting to the election re-I’m really going to miss working with when a congressional district with a majority Afri-sults in Ohio. “You know, I cast votes based on I leave here.” (Katko, who was one of just can American population was created, but 

what the issues are at that time,” Thompson 10 Republicans who voted to impeach former ultimately decided against it. In 1986, Mike told CNN last July, explaining his vote against President Donald Trump after the events 

Espy became the first Black man elected 

certifying Bush’s election. “But again, I didn’t of January 6, was sure to clarify that his to Congress from Mississippi since Recon-tear up the place because I cast a vote.” 

praise of Thompson pertained only to the 

struction. (In the 1985  Esquire interview, Homeland Security Committee.)

Thompson said he didn’t think that he was CONGRESS IS A venue in which attention-Thompson is also widely praised by mem-

the right “piece of equipment” for the job seekers thrive, instinctively turning to 

bers of the select committee, who say that of congressman.)

camera lights like plants tilt toward the sun. 

he has fostered a collaborative environment. 

When Espy was selected by President Bill 

But, although he has had his fair share of big-

“He’s very careful and inclusive as chairman. 

Clinton to serve as secretary of agriculture name interviews, Thompson has maintained 

He makes sure that we have an opportunity in early 1993, Thompson ran in the special a relatively low profile. He is well-known to reach consensus,” said Representative 

election to fill the vacant seat. Thompson among his colleagues, but not necessarily Zoe Lofgren. She added that she wanted to defeated the Republican candidate for the a nationally recognized figure. “He’s one 

“particularly credit” him for his decision seat in a runoff election, mobilizing the dis-of the few people in politics who has no 

to elevate GOP Representative Liz Cheney to trict’s Black voters. A  New York Times article ego. He’s all about getting the job done,” 

the role of committee vice chair. For her part, detailing Thompson’s victory said he was 

said Representative Ritchie Torres, the vice Cheney called Thompson a “tremendous 

“regarded as far more confrontational” than chair of the Homeland Security Committee. 

leader” in a statement to  The New Republic. 

Espy, noting that he “made no overtures to Thompson’s unpretentious persona may 

“Bennie combines the wisdom, judgment,  AFR

white voters.” 

have allowed him to largely escape the wrath patience, and good humor necessary to guide  O AMERICAN

In Congress, Thompson focused much 

of the committee’s critics. His congressional our committee at this historic moment,” she of his work on racial equity. He wrote the colleagues describe him as even-tempered 

said. “I’m proud of our work together and legislation creating the National Center for and levelheaded, able to command respect 

honored to be his friend.” 

NE

W

Minority Health and Health Care Disparities without shouting for attention. “I call him Although Thompson can be seen giving  SP

AP

in 2000 and advocated for federal funds to be a ‘quiet giant.’ He’s someone who can walk interviews on cable news, he is not a fix- ER

properly allocated after Hurricane Katrina in the room without saying things, but he ture. “I don’t do a lot of talking,” Thompson  S/GAD

ravaged the Gulf Coast, as well as calling makes you feel secure and comfortable,” 

told me, “because I like encouraging others  O/GE

for greater oversight and reform of federal said Representative Joyce Beatty, the chair to be engaged with whatever the process  TT

agencies that managed the aftermath of 

of the Congressional Black Caucus. 

is.” That focus on collaboration has served  Y
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him well for the select committee, which 

happening again. Power always changes 

racist institutions in the Deep South to his includes two other committee chairs among hands, and Republicans are widely expected leadership of the committee. “This was 

its high-profile members: Lofgren, the leader to retake the House in the midterm elec-a convergence of a mob riot with a white 

of the House Administration Committee, and tions. That gives committee members a 

nationalist violent insurrection, and an in-Representative Adam Schiff, the chair of the ticking clock to complete their task. 

side political coup. And Bennie Thompson 

House Intelligence Committee. 

Thompson’s chairmanship of the Jan- 

has life experience dealing with all of these 

“It’s a committee of bosses,” Torres said, uary 6 committee is a natural progression things,” Raskin said. “He understands in a 

“a committee of the most powerful person-

from his pre-Congress days as a student, 

deeper way the dynamics of both normal 

alities in Congress. And the one person who politician, and activist, said Fitzgerald, his and abnormal politics.” 

can manage it, who is uniquely equipped to college friend. What occurred on January 6, For Thompson, one of the honors of his 

manage it, is Bennie Thompson.” 

and the “vitriol and the racism” of the mod-committee chairmanship is in showing 

ern era, were reminiscent to Fitzgerald of that the son of man who never voted—who 

OVER THE PAST year, Thompson’s new what she and Thompson experienced during 

 couldn’t vote in the apartheid state of Jim committee has proceeded at a rapid clip, 

the civil rights movement. “We have a saying Crow Mississippi—can lead the investiga-as members issue dozens of subpoenas, 

down here ... ‘America, welcome to Missistion uncovering the truths of a dark day 

conduct depositions, review thousands of 

sippi.’ So a lot of what Bennie is dealing in U.S. history. Can rise within the system pages of documents, and gather additional with, I’m sure like all of us, we were hopeful that initially and aggressively sought to evidence. The committee is also expected 

that we wouldn’t see again,” Fitzgerald said. 

exclude him. 

to hold more public hearings this year, after 

“But he has one of the strongest spines of 

“It can demonstrate to … young people,” 

just one high-profile hearing with Capi-

anybody in Washington, and he understands Thompson said, “that somebody who was 

tol and Metropolitan Police officers last that this kind of stuff cannot be given air. 

not born on the right side of town, some- 

summer. This work is in preparation for 

That it has to be addressed head-on, or it body who didn’t go to the best schools, 

compiling a comprehensive report offering can quickly take us back to where we were somebody who basically by all indications the definitive account of what occurred 

in Mississippi in the 1950s and 1960s.” 

is lucky to be alive, that properly encouraged and providing recommendations for what 

Representative Jamie Raskin, a member 

can make it.” 

the Justice Department and Congress  

of the January 6 committee, also drew a line Grace Segers  is a staff writer at  The New can do to prevent such an insurrection from from Thompson’s experiences confronting  

Republic . 
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male citizens twenty-one years of age in 

such State.” 

Or in simpler words: States can come 

up with specious reasons to block people 

from voting if they wish, but as a conse-

quence, they would lose seats in the House. 

But the clause has never been successfully used. “One lesson of Section 2,” said Gerard Magliocca, a law professor at Indiana University, “is that even if you craft very specific language and you put it in the Constitution, that doesn’t mean it does anything.” 

That doesn’t mean it won’t ever be used, 

however. Democratic Representative Jamie 

Raskin told me that he and a handful of 

colleagues discuss how Section 2—along 

with Section 3, which bars serving in Congress if you’ve “engaged in insurrection or rebellion”—might be implemented to fight 

Hardball Time

back against anti-democracy forces. “We’re in the fight of our lives for democracy, and we need every tool in the constitutional 

toolbox on the table,” Raskin said. “This is To save voting rights, Democrats must dust absolutely something we need to consider.” 

With a conservative Supreme Court 

off Section 2 of the Fourteenth Amendment. 

eroding long-standing voting protections, an inept Congress unable to act, and state Republicans feeding off Trump’s Big Lie 

By Patrick Caldwell

it would have actual grounding in the text to block Democratic voters, perhaps it’s 

of the Constitution. 

time to consider finally giving Section 2 

Illustration by Patric Sandri

Ratified in 1868, the Fourteenth Amend-

some teeth. 

ment is the most consequential tweak to 

THE REPUBLICAN PARTY is attacking 

the Constitution since the Bill of Rights. The IN THE BEGINNING, the Fourteenth 

democracy on many fronts, but none so 

amendment, passed in the heady Recon-

Amendment might have just been Section 2. 

direct as their assault on voting rights. In struction era following the Civil War, has had When the House first passed the amend-2021 alone, 34 laws to restrict ballot access wide-ranging consequences on American 

ment, it consisted solely of an early version passed in 19 states. Democrats had hoped 

life. It’s the basis not just for racial justice of the section. But it failed to garner the to pass national voter protection legisla-case law such as  Brown v. Board of Education, necessary supermajority in the Senate. As a tion, but were stymied after they failed to but also for  Gideon v. Wainwright (guaran-result, the Fourteenth was built out into its reform the filibuster. That doesn’t mean 

tees your right to a free attorney),  Griswold final, five-section version. “Originally, [Re-they’re out of options, though. In fact, they v. Connecticut (made birth control legal for publicans] envisioned Section 2 as the crown have a potential nuclear weapon sitting 

married couples), and  Roe v. Wade. “The jewel of the Fourteenth Amendment, not 

right there in the Constitution—if they’re Fourteenth Amendment has never really 

Section 1,” said Franita Tolson, a law profes-willing to use it. 

been fully utilized to protect the rights of sor at the University of Southern California. 

Imagine that Speaker Nancy Pelosi were 

Black people the way Congress intended,” 

As Foner writes in  The Second Found-

to declare that several states have violat-said Eric Foner, one of the preeminent hising: How the Civil War and Reconstruction ed a clause largely unused and forgotten 

torians of Reconstruction. “But when you 

 Remade the Constitution, Section 2 shifted for 154 years: Section 2 of the Fourteenth get to other kinds of rights, it’s been used the boundaries of federalism, presenting an Amendment, which mandates that states 

in a very vigorous manner.” 

“unprecedented degree of national authority lose a portion of their congressional del-Most people know the first clause, the 

to intervene in local affairs.” Yet almost no egation if they unduly restrict the right to one that guarantees “equal protection of 

one was happy with how Section 2 was word-vote. Sorry, Representative Marjorie Taylor the laws.” But what comes next is often for-ed. It helped splinter abolition from suffrage Greene, but Georgia went too far in rolling gotten. It focuses on guaranteeing the right groups, since the amendment explicitly men-back voting rights; your state lost a seat in to vote and punishing states that suppress tions “male” enfranchisement. And Radical Congress—and it’s yours. 

it. The relevant portion states: “when the Republicans were disappointed that the vot-It would be a radical decision, one that 

right to vote … is denied to any of the male ing section wasn’t fully affirmative. “The some could compare to conservative lawyer inhabitants of such State … the basis of rep-Radicals couldn’t get Black suffrage into it,” 

John Eastman’s “coup memo” urging Vice 

resentation therein shall be reduced in the Foner told me, “so they were looking around President Mike Pence to nullify Electoral proportion which the number of such male 

for ways to at least encourage the Southern College votes. But unlike Eastman’s memo, citizens shall bear to the whole number of states to give the right to vote to Black men.” 
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S

Congress debated enforcing it in 1872, 

for Jobs and Freedom called for “Enforcement examine the congressionally activated portions TA

but it deemed numbers from the 1870 cen-

of the Fourteenth Amendment—reducing  

of the Fourteenth Amendment, as a counter-T

E O

sus unreliable, and nothing happened. 

Congressional representation of states where weight to the disenfranchisement schemes.” 

Two years after the Fourteenth was ratified, citizens are disfranchised.” The naacp Legal Delineating what would or would not 

F 

T

the Fifteenth Amendment’s broader right 

Defense Fund filed a lawsuit to spur the fed-constitute a violation raises tricky questions. 

H

to the vote for Black men came into effect, eral government to enforce Section 2. And Is it voter-ID laws? Voter roll purges? “The E 

N

and Section 2 receded to the background 

the 1964 Civil Rights Act required that the devil’s in the details,” Raskin said. “It needs A

T

for a time. Republicans—particularly Black next census include data on voting. It didn’t to respond to active disenfranchisement 

IO

politicians—regained interest and brought explicitly name Section 2, but members of efforts. But there are certainly a lot of those N

it up in Congress and their party platform Congress pointed to possible enforcement as going on.” He noted that many of the broad-in the 1890s and early 1900s, but it never motivation. “But once the Voting Rights Act er voting restrictions—repeals of weekend gained real traction. “Congress never did passed [in 1965], everybody decided that’s or early voting, say—aren’t as clear-cut. It it by itself,” Foner said, “and the Supreme a better way of dealing with the problem,” 

would be up to Congress to sort out. “It’s been Court said this is a political issue.” 

Magliocca said. 

dead for so long that it’s hard to imagine it Section 2 has rarely been invoked in 

For a time, that may have been true. But 

being resurrected,” Foner said. “Much as I constitutional law. But it does allow restric-decades later, after the 2013 Supreme Court think it should be.” 

tions based on “participation in rebellion, decision in  Shelby County v. Holder that But that doesn’t mean it’s not time to raise or other crime,” and courts have cited those gutted the central provisions of the Voting the possibility. We are living in dangerous last three words to justify felon disenfran-Rights Act, it’s hard to make that argument. 

times—ones that require a revival of the spir-chisement. An estimated 5.2 million people 

“Section 2 is a statement that the electorate is it of Reconstruction if we hope to maintain lack the right to vote thanks to that clause, supposed to be broader and more inclusive,” 

representative democracy. “Everything is 

1.8 million of whom are Black citizens. 

Tolson said, “and that Congress is going to hypothetical until it becomes urgent,” Raskin Nearly a century after its passage, Section 2 

take a greater role in protecting that.” 

said. “Both Section 2 and Section 3 could be appeared poised for a revival. “There was 

“The problem,” Raskin said, “is that the 

waking up soon. There’s no such thing as a some more talk of doing something with it central equal protection clause of the Four-dead letter in the Constitution.” 

in the ’60s,” said Magliocca. The fourth of the teenth Amendment has been so eviscerated 

Patrick Caldwell  is deputy editor of  The New 10 demands for the 1963 March on Washington by a right-wing Supreme Court that we need to Republic . 

“Find out why, if you are

not an optimist, you should be.” 

—V E R N O N   L .   S M I T H , NOBEL PRIZE–WINNING ECONOMIST

The world is, for the most part, getting better. While major concerns such as climate change, marine plastic pollution, and declining wildlife populations are still with us, many of these problems are already in the process of being ameliorated as a result of favorable economic, social, and technological trends.  Ten Global Trends Every Smart Person Should Know: And Many Others You Will Find Interesting will provide busy people with beautifully illustrated, quick-to-read, easily understandable, and entertaining access to surprising facts that they need to know about how the world is really faring. 
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DEMOCRACY IN PERIL

AN ERA OF RETREAT

Can the Global 

A

“ utocratic Tsunami” 

Be Stopped? 

By David Rieff

Illustrations by Adam Maida

AS I WRITE THIS IN EARLY MARCH,  the war in Ukraine  And yet over the past half-century at least, Martin Luther King is 12 days old and Ukrainian cities, having defied Putin’s Jr.’s insistence that, as he put it in his celebrated phrase, “the expectations of immediate collapse, are beginning to arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice,” 

be hit with the massive artillery and rocket fire that is increasingly became the overwhelming consensus not only in the Russian military’s default position when faced with obdurate, the global north, but even in the global south, in which, though effective resistance from those it is seeking to bring to heel. Ask for obvious reasons democratic triumphalists like Steven Pinker anyone in Grozny. Or Aleppo. 

are thin on the ground, a somewhat grimmer and more cautious The shock that the invasion has produced in the United States, version of the same progress narrative nonetheless also prevails. 

in Canada, and in the European Union cannot be overstated. For Francis Fukuyama’s argument about the end of history by while in theory any historically literate person knows that until now has come to serve as a piñata for cheap point-scoring in only about three-quarters of a century ago, it was war and not which terrible events are taken as proof that his argument was peace that was the constant in human history, the lesson of the wrong. Even in some of the coverage of the war in Ukraine, where post–World War II era has seemed to be one of fewer and fewer commentators speak of the “return” of history, Fukuyama is the wars. And as war declined decade after decade, what might initially straw man against whom, consciously or unconsciously, they are have been viewed as historical anomaly would gradually come to arguing. In reality, Fukuyama’s argument was that humanity had be viewed as the norm, a key element of the New Democratic age arrived at the end of history in the social and political sense. He at which humanity at long last had arrived—the Age of Rights, never claimed that horrible things would not occur in the world, Louis Henkin dubbed it. (Civil wars, however, are another matter; but rather that the human race had reached the point where the see Barbara F. Walter’s article on page 17.) age-old debate about what a decent, successful society should It is important to be measured here. No one—not George Soros, look like had finally been resolved. What Fukuyama was arguing, not the human rights movement that pushed us toward what in effect, was that history was long but had bent toward capitalist Winston Churchill, speaking of the promise of the new United democracy. 

Nations system, called “the sunny uplands”—thought this was It was in this sense, and this sense only, that history had come to going to be easy. To the contrary, groups like Amnesty Interna-an end. And while some commentators have claimed that the war tional and Human Rights Watch, which have been among the in Ukraine has changed everything—“we are all living in vlad-avant-garde and emblems of the effort to bring that better world imir putin’s world now,” was the way the usually more coolly into being, were careful to warn that there would be setbacks. 

analytic commentator Ivan Krastev put it—there is actually nothing Features 
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incompatible between the terrible war Putin has unleashed and the by France. But this is a realization—and a perfectly realistic one, End of History, not least because neither as an economic system alas—that Putin’s territorial ambitions may not end with having nor as a polity is Russia considered a model by anyone, including subjugated Ukraine. Putin is seen, rightly in my view, as posing the many in the global south who increasingly view the Chinese such an existential threat that Germany, by committing to the model as one that might end up preferable to the liberal capitalist massive modernization of its military and to France’s cherished system that has dominated the world since 1945. 

project of  l’Europe de la défense, has in effect declared that in the Being horrified by what Putin is doing is not, or at least should future it will no longer be the Germany that still considered itself not be, the basis for believing the democratic progress narrative on some sort of moral probation for Hitlerism. As Emily Haber, has been dealt a fatal blow. This does not mean that the panic in Germany’s ambassador to Washington, told TNR’s editor, Michael Europe is misplaced. The assumption that there would be no further Tomasky, in March, Germany must “jump over its shadow.” 

interstate wars on the European continent proved to be mistaken. 

If anything, the war in Ukraine and the sincere fear in many but even with hindsight it was not an unreasonable assumption, European countries that if Putin can do this, he can do anything which is what makes the shock even greater. It also helps account (which means that, however improbable, they may be next), have for the EU and, above all, its dominant power Germany having produced an outpouring of arguments by political figures and again come around to the view that soft power can never substi-commentators that what Putin has really accomplished was not tute for credible hard power, a view that, though it never stopped crushing democracy but rather  reviving it both from its long slum-being the consensus position in Washington, Beijing, Delhi, and ber and from its crisis of confidence, thus allowing it once more of course Moscow, within the EU was seriously championed only to become a “fighting faith,” literally and figuratively, standing 14
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Two versions of autocracy are home to 68 percent of the world’s population, while full liberal democracies diminished from 41 countries in 2010 to 32 in 2020, with a population share of only 14 percent. 

Electoral but not fully liberal democracies account for 60 nations and the remaining 19 percent of the population. 

tall for the moral depth of its own tradition. As Fukuyama himself United States challenges America’s most basic democratic bona put it in a long  Financial Times essay on Ukraine and the crisis of fides. And the panic in Europe over mass migration from what liberal democracy, “Liberalism is valued the most when people had been its colonial world has shaken politics and society in experience life in an illiberal world.” This is almost certainly the Europe to its core and has pushed many Western societies, but case. More debatable, however, is Fukuyama’s exhortation that, most markedly those of the so-called Anglosphere—the United after Ukraine, “The world will have learnt what the value of a States, the U.K., Canada, Australia, and New Zealand—into a liberal world order is, and that it will not survive unless people period of intense introspection, above all about colonialism struggle for it and show each other mutual support.” Fukuyama and the persistence of racism in their societies. As Arthur Miller carefully conceded that the global democratic consensus of the once wrote, “An era can be said to end when its basic illusions are post-1945 world was badly eroded, and rallying round Ukraine exhausted,” and something of that sort does indeed seem to be would not alter the deep economic, social, and moral reasons happening in the West at the present moment. 

for this. Where politicians like Canada’s deputy prime minister, Chrystia Freeland, have ringingly insisted that democracy is back, Fukuyama sensibly has kept his cool, writing, “The travails of liberalism will not end even if Putin loses. China will be waiting AND YET, WHILE THERE IS certainly some truth in these explanations, they are, to use the old Marxist distinction, all superstructure and no base. Above all, in the wings, as well as Iran, Venezuela, Cuba and the populists in they do not explain just how much ground democracy Western countries.” In contrast, Freeland quoting Martin Luther has ceded to authoritarianism in recent years. To be sure, statis-King Jr. on the arc of universe bending toward justice, and her tics can no more tell the whole story of the decline of the global assertion that “Ukraine has shaken the world’s older democracies democratic order than can appeals to failures of will. But these out of our malaise,” seem less like a considered judgment and statistics are very much worth bearing in mind. One very useful more like exhortation tinged by wishful thinking, even if not so source here is V-Dem, a Swedish think tank based in the political categorically as David Brooks writing that Ukraine’s heroic resis-science department of the University of Gothenburg. Founded in tance has produced a “restored faith in the West, in liberalism, in 2014, it has for the past six years issued what it calls its annual our community of nations.” 

Democracy Report. In some ways these reports resemble those The problem with this kind of cheerleading, even for Team issued by Freedom House, but the differences in how the two Democracy, is not so much that it posits that Ukraine’s sacrifice institutions describe and situate their findings are considerable. 

presages democracy’s rebirth, but rather that it revives the com-Freedom House is straightforwardly a policy shop, principally placency not just about democracy’s self-evident superiority but seeking to influence the U.S. government. As the institution’s about the fate of democracy being in the hands of democratic website puts it, “Freedom House advocates for U.S. leadership countries. This is dangerous ground, and it is all too reminiscent and collaboration with like-minded governments to vigorously of the kind of rhetoric one heard from American neoconservatives oppose dictators and oppression, and strengthen democracy in the 1980s and 1990s about how if the United States was less able around the world.” In other words, it espouses the views of the to direct the course of world events, this was not the result of new liberal policy establishment in Washington, which can be sum-global geostrategic and geoeconomics realities but rather of a marized as believing that, for all its faults, a U.S.-led international failure of American will. On the account of people like Freeland order is preferable to all other alternatives on offer and must be and Brooks, if democracy seems to have seized up over the course maintained, starting with undoing the damage Donald Trump is of the past decade, it is because it has been unable to blunt pres-assumed to have done to it. 

sures from the populist right (as exemplified by Donald Trump’s In contrast, V-Dem’s house style is coolly analytic. On its presidency in the United States, Viktor Orbán’s rise to power in website, it portrays itself as “one of the world’s largest social sci-Hungary, etc.) and from the cultural left, for which democracy ence data collection projects on democracy.” But it is also frank as understood and practiced by Western democracies is actually about its own ideological bent, pointing in particular to its Case bogus—“white freedom,” as the late Tyler Stovall character-for Democracy initiative, which was started with a grant from ized it in his last book. And there is no doubt that this is part of the European Union, as “[collating] state-of-the-art research on the the story. The influence of initiatives like the 1619 Project in the dividends of democracy for economic and human development, Features 
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health and socio-economic protections, environmental protection is easy to understand why so many countries in the global south and climate change mitigation, as well as for international and are looking to Beijing rather than to Washington or Brussels for domestic security.” I should say here that I am skeptical of in-inspiration (whether this will prove to be wise or unwise over the stitutions that seek to foster and proselytize for an ideology, longer term is a separate question). 

and the fact that liberalism in the U.S. sense of the word is, I think, 

“First grub, then ethics,” Brecht famously wrote. The promise the first secular ideology in the history of the world not to fully of Fukuyama’s end of history was that democracy and capital-acknowledge that it is an ideology (the human rightist subset ism came as a package, one never able to reach its full potential of this is particularly florid) makes me even more skeptical of without the other. But it is this that the economic successes of them. Nonetheless, strip the polemical character out of what both authoritarian countries like China and Vietnam call into question. 

V-Dem and Freedom House are reporting, and it seems clear that, And for many of the nations of the global south, Russia’s invasion for the past few years, there are more and more regimes across of Ukraine simply does not have the same existential urgency the world that one hardly needs sophisticated measuring tools it does for people in Europe, North America, and Turkey, and to call autocratic rather than democratic. Both Freedom House understandably so. It is not that many of these countries support and V-Dem emphasize how much global resistance there is to the Russia, but rather that the war is simply of little immediate con-autocratic tsunami sweeping the world, and they are certainly cern. How this will affect democracy’s prospects, though, is not empirically justified in doing so: Think Tunisia, and of course the something anyone knows at this point. It is quite possible that in incredibly courageous young people of Myanmar. Alas, the data the future the term democracy itself will become unstable. After they adduce do not offer much reason for optimism. In global all, the Hindu nationalist government of the Bharatiya Janata terms, it is autocracy, not democracy, that is becoming the rising Party (BJP) in India considers itself to be democratic because it is, norm rather than the fated-to-be-eclipsed exception. 

or least takes itself to be, majoritarian. And the People’s  Republic According to the 2021 V-Dem report, “Electoral autocracies of China does not concede that it is undemocratic. And now, the continue to be the most common regime type.” It says that India, Chinese state uses the language of anti-imperialism to deny its own under the Modi government, has been transformed from the autocratic character. For example, Wang Yi, the Chinese foreign world’s largest democracy into an electoral autocracy. These elec-minister, recently said tartly, “Democracy is not Coca-Cola, which, toral autocracies join the long list of what the report calls closed with the syrup produced in the United States, tastes the same autocracies. Taken together, these two versions of autocracy are across the world.” He might as well have been channeling his home to 68 percent of the world’s population, while full liberal inner Ariel Dorfman or Eduardo Galeano! And it was wrong to democracies diminished from 41 countries in 2010 to 32 in 2020, describe China as “authoritarian,” he said. China was a democracy, with a population share of only 14 percent. Electoral but not fully he insisted, it was just that China’s democracy takes a different liberal democracies account for 60 nations and the remaining form from that of the United States. 

19 percent of the population. 

This is a line that is hardly exclusive to Chinese officialdom. 

In an online zine called Rest of the World that bills itself as “re-OBVIOUSLY, THE PATTERN OF the previous decade  porting global tech stories,” a recent piece profiles Andy Tian, could be reversed in this one. And since hope is a who is a veteran of both the American and Chinese tech world. 

(non-falsifiable) metaphysical category, one can do He worked for Google and then struck out on his own in a series just that: hope, if one is inclined, that things begin of ventures, culminating in his current one, a Beijing-based com-again to start going liberal democracy’s way. But optimism is an pany called Asia Innovations Group (AIG). The company is mainly empirical category, and there is no particular empirical basis for an app developer focused on its livestreaming platform called thinking this. The vastly increased power for the state acquired Uplive. The app makes money not from its broadcasters—that is, during the pandemic is not likely to be discarded afterward—at those who livestream on it—but rather from their fans and fol-least in most countries, though doubtless there will be exceptions. 

lowers, who are encouraged to give them virtual gifts. A percent Meanwhile, the process of the continued  relative decline of the of the cost of each one of them is taken by Uplive. In a recent Euro-American world compared with Northeast Asia—economic interview, Tian offered his own version of Wang Yi’s argument for now, but perhaps soon to be cultural and intellectual relative about democracy taking a different form in China than it had decline as well—is likely to continue and perhaps (though this in the United States. The first stage of tech innovation had been in is far less sure) accelerate. 

the United States, Tian insisted. But Chinese entrepreneurs such Of course, these trends would be far less confounding from a as himself were going to change all that. “What’s the next stage of liberal democratic perspective were it not for the fact that in the 

[tech] evolution?” he asked rhetorically. And answered his own world’s principal authoritarian state, China, people are not just question. “[Those of us] based in emerging markets,” Tian boast-perceived as living better than they ever have in all of history ed. “We are taking over.” And then he concluded with a flourish. 

but  are living better, as programs that literally raised hundreds 

“We’re decolonizing,” he said. That may seem like nonsense to of millions out of poverty have been successful to a degree that is most people in the global north. But Tian isn’t speaking to them. 

completely unprecedented. If one looks at global development as And the fate of democracy is much more likely to be decided by a whole, one might get the impression that, for all its challenges, those people in the global south to which his words are addressed global poverty reduction has been going well. But if you strip than by what happens in Ukraine. 

China out of the equation, the picture looks a good deal bleaker. 

David Rieff  is a journalist and writer. He is the author, most recently, of Add the anticipated effects of climate change into the mix, and it In Praise of Forgetting: Historical Memory and Its Ironies . 
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CAN IT HAPPEN HERE? 

The Age of Civil War

By Barbara F. Walter

Photograph by Ron Haviv

WE ARE LIVING in an age of  strangers, neighbors, spouses, children,  Democratic Republic of Congo, Nigeria, civil war. Civil wars were aland members of their community. They just Pakistan, Somalia, South Sudan, Mali, Ethi-most nonexistent until the 

didn’t tend to fight over political control. 

opia, the Central African Republic, and 

twentieth century. Except 

This changed after World War II. Since 

elsewhere. In India and Malaysia, small-

in a handful of cases—the American and 

1946, more than 250 civil wars have bro-

er intrastate conflicts have the potential English civil wars, the French Revolution—

ken out around the world, and, after a dip to develop into something much worse. 

UX

it was rare for citizens to mobilize soldiers to in the 1990s, their numbers continue to 

Even countries we thought could never 

RED/ fight for control over their government. This increase. There are now almost 50 per-experience another civil war—such as the 

VII/ didn’t mean that violence didn’t break out. 

cent more civil wars than there were in 

United States and the United Kingdom—

VIV

HA

Average citizens engaged in all sorts of bru-2001. Today, civil wars are being fought 

are showing signs of unrest. We are, it turns ONR tality against one another; they assaulted in Iraq, Syria, Libya, Yemen, Chad, the 

out, living in the age of civil war. 
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17

Over the last six years, all of the warning signs for civil war have emerged in the United States, 

and they have emerged at a surprisingly fast rate. 

This rise in civil wars comes at a time 

Carolina, decades of fearmongering and 

United States had none of the underlying  

when all other types of interpersonal vio-propaganda campaigns to convince the 

conditions known to lead to war. I didn’t lence are declining.  All other types. Human white working class to support secession. 

think American citizens would fight an-

beings are less likely to commit murder, 

Most people don’t even know that a 

other war. But that has changed. Over 

rape, or sexual assault than at any time in violent movement is growing. This is esthe last six years, all of the warning signs modern history. (While some attention was pecially true if it is happening in a big for civil war have emerged in the Unit-given to rising U.S. homicide rates in 2020 

country with lots of people and good 

ed States, and they have emerged at a 

and 2021, the decline over the past 30 years places to hide. By the time people hear 

surprisingly fast rate. 

remains stark.) And they are less likely to about rebels or insurgents or terrorists 

We know the warning signs that a 

kill people in other countries outside their or guerrillas—whatever they happen to 

country is heading to civil war. The same own; international wars have declined over be called—it is often too late. Extremists patterns emerge whether you look at Bos-time. The only type of violence that has not intent on violent insurrection are already nia, Ukraine, Iraq, Syria, Northern Ireland, declined is civil war. Human beings may 

mobilized, trained, and ready to fight. Ask Israel, or the United States in the 1860s. 

be less willing to kill each other over lots of almost anyone who has lived through a 

Between 2017 and 2021, I served on the 

different things. But they are more willing civil war, and they will tell you that they U.S. government’s Political Instability Task to kill each other over politics. 

didn’t see it coming. They are surprised 

Force, a group comprising conflict scholars The civil wars that have been emerging 

when their country descends into civil war. 

and data analysts. One of the jobs of the in the twenty-first century are different from Even after isolated acts of violence turn task force was to come up with a model that those in the past. These new civil wars tend into more sustained attacks, people often helped to predict which countries around 

to be smaller, more decentralized, and pre-remain blind and in denial. The citizens 

the world were likely to experience political dominantly ethnic or religious in character. 

of Sarajevo could hear the sound of bombs instability and violence. The model had 

Militias are becoming a bigger part of these detonating in the nearby towns and still 

included every variable we thought could 

wars, but so are paramilitary forces, terrorist believed their lively, cosmopolitan city 

increase a country’s risk of civil war: vari-organizations, and gangs and cartels. They would be spared. “We were watching like 

ables such as poverty, income inequality, also don’t start the way most people think it was happening in the Congo,” said Esad ethnic diversity, the geographic and popu-they do. They rarely start as big, explosive Taljanović, a dentist in Sarajevo. “We were lation size of a country. To the task force’s fights between an organized rebel group 

so naïve.” They see the first violent attacks great surprise, only two factors came up 

and government soldiers wearing formal 

as isolated events and not part of a larg-highly predictive. The first was whether 

uniforms. Instead, they start with pockets er phenomenon that goes far beyond the  

a country’s government was an anocracy. 

of anger in outlying places that build slowly individual who detonated a bomb or dem-Anocracies are governments that are nei-

over time. Leaders of these movements—

agogues spewing hate. But once attacks 

ther fully democratic nor fully autocratic; people who are almost always more extreme begin, life changes rapidly. People start they are something in between. You can 

than the average citizen—require years to viewing their neighbors, colleagues, and 

think of them as partial democracies, il-

organize, which they do in secret meetings, fellow citizens with suspicion. They take liberal democracies, or hybrid regimes. It hidden from view. It took three years for sides. The trip to the market becomes a 

is in anocracies that most civil wars occur. 

Mexico’s Zapatista movement to grow to 

terrifying act of courage, a calculated risk. 

The second condition is ethnic fac-

just 12 members, and more than six years 

A new and terrifying normal emerges. 

tionalization. The anocracies that tend 

for a group of 30 Tamil teenagers to form to go to war are the ones where citizens 

the Tamil Tigers of Sri Lanka. Al Qaeda 

have organized themselves politically 

leaders sheltered with tribes in the desert around identity rather than ideological 

of Mali for years before they joined the 

PEOPLE KEEP ASKING ME if the 

United States could experience 

a second civil war. A few years 

positions. Their political parties are based rebellion there. Here in the United States, ago, I would have said no. I have 

on the ethnic, religious, or racial identity it took a small group of wealthy plantation spent decades researching how and why 

of their members, and they seek to rule 

owners and merchants in Charleston, South civil wars start, and, until as late as 2016, the at the exclusion and expense of others. 
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Ethno-nationalism during times of partial The United States now also has, in today’s battles over face masks and cancel culture, democracy is a combustive mix. 

Republican Party, its first modern ethnic and violent extremist groups on the radical 

We also know who tends to start civil 

religious faction. In 2007—one year before right have grown. Since 2008, more than 

wars, especially ethnic civil wars. It’s not Barack Obama was elected—whites were 

70 percent of extremist-related fatalities the weakest, poorest, or the most subju-just as likely to call themselves Democrats in the United States were committed by 

gated groups in a country. Instead, it’s the as they were to call themselves Republi-members of far-right or white-supremacist groups that were once politically dominant cans. But working-class white Americans 

movements. Every form of political vio-

in a territory but have lost dominance or moved their support to the Republican 

lence has increased in the United States 

are in the process of losing it. Serbs started Party after Barack Obama’s first term and over the last 10 years. Mass shootings are the war in the former Yugoslavia. They had stayed there. Today, the Republican Party up and affect every part of the country: San dominated both government and military 

is more than 80 percent white, with a large Bernardino, Colorado Springs, Charleston, positions for decades during the Cold War base of evangelical Christians. America’s Chattanooga, Santa Barbara, Fort Hood, 

and stood to lose the most power when 

political parties have never been divided Newtown, Orlando, Jeffersontown, Pitts-the country began to democratize. Iraq’s 

by race or religion. But one of America’s burgh, and Thousand Oaks. Hate crimes 

Sunnis had held most of the key positions two big parties is now a quintessential 

are increasing, and far more are directed at in Sad dam Hussein’s government and 

example of an ethnic faction. 

people than property. And the number of 

military for decades before being forced 

Why is this happening now? We don’t 

militia groups (most of them white suprem-out of power by the United States. They, 

know yet, but we have hunches. The rise 

acist and anti-government) has more than 

too, started a civil war. Citizens of eastern of social media is likely driving some of it. 

doubled since 2008. These are exactly the Ukraine had a pro-Russia native son in 

Open, unregulated social media platforms 

types of groups that have emerged to fight power as president until 2014. Once Pres-have made it easier for demagogues to use in the new twenty-first–century civil wars. 

ident Viktor Yanukovych fled, so too did 

disinformation and misinformation to 

How serious is the threat? If the task 

their favored position, and demands for 

help get themselves elected—something 

force were to study the United States (which secession soon followed. Want to know 

that has happened in the United States, 

it is not allowed to do), it would have put where civil war is most likely to break out? 

Britain, India, Brazil, and the Philippines. 

the United States on a “watch list” at the It’s in a partial-democracy, riddled with It has also made it easier for autocrats such end of 2020. Countries that are both anoc-identity politics, where the once politically as Vladimir Putin to meddle in foreign 

racies and ethnically factionalized are put dominant group is in decline. 

elections in ways that undercut trust and on a watch list to monitor. These countries The January 6, 2021, attack on the U.S. 

support for democracy and exacerbate 

have about a 4 percent annual risk of civil Capitol was a window into what has been 

societal divisions. But certain groups of cit-war. This number seems small, but it really brewing beneath the surface of the Unit-izens around the world are also becoming 

is not. It means that every year that the ed States for years. Democracy in the United increasingly fearful and insecure as a result country continues to have these two risk 

States has been weakening since at least 

of the longer-term effects of globaliza-

factors—every year it does not strengthen 2016. The 2019 report on the Global State of tion, technological advances, and shifting its democracy and create more inclusive 

Democracy by the International Institute 

demographics. The United States, for ex-

political parties—the risk increases by 

for Democracy and Electoral Assistance 

ample, will be the first Western democracy 4 percent, to the point where the risk is (International idea) found that the United where white citizens lose their majority 

extremely high. But the warning signs are States was one of eight countries around 

status as a result of immigration and low also a gift. If you know the warning signs the world that had experienced the great-birth rates. This is projected to happen 

and you identify them early enough, there est widespread democratic erosion in the 

in 2045, but other countries will follow. 

is time to change. 

previous five years. (The other countries Around 2050, white citizens will become 

Strong, healthy democracies don’t ex-

were Brazil, Hungary, Kenya, Poland, Ro-

a minority in Canada. This shift could 

perience civil war. They have the ability mania, Turkey, and India.) A recent report happen in the United Kingdom and New 

to manage change and contain the worst 

by Freedom House announced that Ameri-

Zealand in the second half of the century. 

tendencies of human nature. The United 

ca’s democracy was “in trouble,” declining Far-right, ethnically based parties in all of States needs to reform its government to 

significantly in the past decade. And in 

these countries have attracted membership make it more transparent, more account-2020, the Center for Systemic Peace, a non-by issuing ominous warnings about the end able to voters, and more equitable and 

profit organization in Virginia, downgraded of white dominance, emphasizing the great inclusive of all citizens. Rather than manip-America’s democracy to an anocracy for 

costs—economic, social, moral—of such 

ulate institutions to serve a narrower and the first time since 1800 because a sitting a transformation. 

narrower group of citizens and corporate 

president refused to accept the results 

Until January 6, Americans didn’t real-

interests, the United States needs to reverse of the election and attempted to overturn ize how domestic extremism had grown in 

course, amplifying citizens’ voices, increas-the results. (By the end of 2021, the United the United States, and how it was connecting government accountability, improving 

States was upgraded to a democracy as a 

ed to larger patterns of violence. We have public services, and eradicating corruption. 

result of the peaceful transfer of power 

been distracted by lesser threats and crises We need to make sure that all Americans 

and a new administration that respected 

and by elites who want to keep us distract-are allowed to vote, that all votes count, the rule of law.)

ed. While we have been fighting smaller 

and that, in turn, those votes influence 

Features 

19

which policies are enacted in Washington. 

Americans are going to regain trust in their government only when it becomes clear 

that it is serving them rather than lobbyists, billionaires, and a declining group of rural voters. 

THE HUNGARIAN MODEL

But we also need to address the problem 

of factionalism. Nothing abets and acceler-How Viktor 

ates factionalism as much as social media. 

After January 6, people kept asking me: 

What should we do? Do we need better po-

Orbán Built His 

licing? Better domestic terror laws? Does the FBI need to aggressively infiltrate far-right militias? My first answer was always the 

Illiberal State

same. Take away the social media bullhorn and you turn down the volume on bullies, 

By Zsuzsanna Szelényi

conspiracy theorists, bots, trolls, disin-Illustration by Alvaro Tapia Hidalgo

formation machines, hate-mongers, and 

enemies of democracy. America’s collective anger would drop almost immediately, as 

it did when Donald Trump could no longer 

reach every American 20 times a day, every day. (As the journalist Matthew Yglesias 

noted on Twitter: “It’s kinda weird that 

WHEN FOX NEWS HOST Tucker Carlson visited Hungary in August 2021, he received a state welcome. Hungarian public TV presented him as the most influential conservative thinker in the United deplatforming Trump just like completely 

States. In his speech at a political summer festival, the TV star worked with no visible downside whatsoev-explained that in the United States, liberals were forcing intoler-er.”) The United States is where the social ance on people: “It is illiberalism. It is the opposite of liberalism. 

media industry was born, and it’s home to It is a totalitarian idea that everyone behaves the same, everyone the five major tech companies that control reads from the same catechism, from the same list of slogans, most of the information that is spread on and that everyone obeys. That is the opposite of enlightenment social media. The U.S. government regulates liberalism, which forms the basis of my politics and my world-all kinds of industries—from utilities and view.” Carlson’s enthusiastic audience generously overlooked drug companies to food processing plants—

his confusion, since Prime Minister Viktor Orbán, his hero, has to promote the common good. For the sake 

been openly building an “illiberal state” in Hungary, something of democracy and societal cohesion, social he believes is the most authentic form of democracy. 

media platforms should be added to the list. 

While both men have found common ground in the unrelenting The United States is the first white ma-culture war against liberals, Carlson may have been unaware of jority country in the world to go through how the celebrated “Hungarian model”—in fact, illiberalism—was this grand demographic transformation, 

working in practice. 

but it will not be the last. The world will be I know that Americans are concerned about their democracy. 

watching how we, as a multiethnic, multi-

Concerned—but perhaps confused about how democracy is religious democracy, navigate this change. 

destroyed, step by step. Well, I am Hungarian, and I can tell you The declining white majority can choose 

what can happen. 

to further weaken our democracy in an 

When Fidesz, the Federation of Young Democrats, was estab-attempt to institutionalize minority rule, lished in 1988, it was a fresh, dynamic, and politically conscious and continue to stoke racial fears. They 

youth group. It defined itself as a radical, liberal, and alternative may think that this is an attractive strategy organization and branded itself as the ardent guardian of freedom, that ensures that power will remain in their rights, and the rule of law. When I met Viktor Orbán and joined hands for generations. What they don’t 

Fidesz to fight the autocratic communist system, I found him a realize is that this also leads them closer thoughtful and ambitious person with great strategic skills. At to civil war. 

the time, Fidesz presented itself as a party of the center, distin-guishing itself from the deeply polarized traditional political Barbara F. Walter  is a professor of political science and Rohr Chair in Pacific International elites, who had characterized Hungary’s pre–World War II past, Relations at the School of Global Policy and and who were going through a revival in the tumultuous years Strategy at the University of California, San after the Cold War ended. Our generation gained freedom in our Diego. She is the author of  How Civil Wars Start  

youth denied to our parents and grandparents. We could start (Crown Publishers, 2022), from which portions of this essay have been adapted. 

with a clean slate, and for us the sky was the limit. 
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DEMOCRACY IN PERIL

Strategic and personal differences emerged in Fidesz when we that the party lied during the campaign about the state of the entered Parliament as a result of the first free elections in 1990. 

economy—Orbán launched an aggressive political attack to More radical members, such as Orbán, wanted the party to move remove it from power. He polarized public discourse, portray-to the right, hoping that there were more political opportunities ing the left-liberal government coalition as the adversary of the than in the center. After several years of tough debates, the party nation and agitated to constantly mobilize the streets. While split, and the centrist liberals, who defended Fidesz’s original his efforts to remove the ruling coalition did not succeed, Orbán ambitions, left the party, including me. Without strong internal forced the government on the defensive. The several-year-long critics, Orbán pulled the party to the right by the end of the 1990s, political cold war culminated in the economic crisis in 2008, securing the support of anti-communist conservative politicians which paved the way for Orbán’s landslide election victory two and the Roman Catholic Church. 

years later. In 2010, with nearly 53 percent of the popular vote, In 1998, when at the age of 35 he became the youngest freely Fidesz ended up with over two-thirds of parliamentary seats in elected prime minister in Hungary’s history, at the helm of a the unicameral Parliament. This overwhelming majority allowed right-wing coalition government, Orbán’s position as party chief Fidesz to alter the constitution. 

Y became unquestionable. Despite a successful period, Orbán’s Shortly before these life-changing elections, Orbán gave a TT party lost the parliamentary election in 2002. Party veterans were speech to his party elite saying that “it was enough to win just GE/

OT deliberating how to keep the charismatic Orbán on board but once, but decisively—that was the way.” He explained to them HO

replace him as leader, an endeavor that ultimately failed. Orbán’s that political power has three resources: votes, ideology, and 

: NURP

frustration echoed that of the old conservative political elite, who money, which are to be nurtured in order to reproduce power. 

felt that the defeat was unjust and supported his adoption of a I returned to Hungarian politics in 2012 and became a member highly divisive form of politics. 

of Parliament two years later, representing a new centrist-liberal REFERENCE

After also losing the subsequent election in 2006, Orbán party. I witnessed firsthand how Orbán took revenge for his previ-TION

sidelined his more moderate colleagues. When the socialist-led ous defeats and developed the perfect playbook of votes, ideology, TRAS government after the 2006 election made a political mistake— 

and money to change Hungary’s democracy into an illiberal sys-U

ILL

a speech of the prime minister leaked, in which he admitted tem, to ensure that he would win the elections again and again. 
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VOTES

IDEOLOGY 

WITH A MAJORITY hardly imaginable in any Western country, EVER SINCE FIDESZ MOVED to the right in the late 1990s, the Fidesz dominated the Hungarian National Assembly and started party has been flexible enough to adapt its ideological profile to to change the system with a cunning glee. Putting Viktor Orbán’s its political aims. The originally centrist-liberal party successfully metaphor borrowed from sports into practice, the government rebranded itself as a right-wing party. Then, after his electoral de-dominated the state and incapacitated its political rivals with an feat in 2002, Orbán started to use populist-nationalist narratives, all-out, across-the-board attack. 

ultimately polarizing the society according to the interests of a The election law was modified, leading to massive gerryman-revenge-hungry party. 

dering and providing the winning party with extra seats after After 2010, Orbán wanted stronger media control to trumpet the victories in individual electoral districts. These changes the governing party’s political messages, targeted carefully to resulted in a completely distorted system. In the 2014 election, well-researched groups within the population. His government Fidesz needed only 45 percent of popular votes to win 67 percent quickly dominated the state-funded public media by appointing of parliamentary seats, while other parties gaining 55 percent of chief editors loyal to the party. Generous state bank loans helped votes got only 33 percent of the seats. The will of Hungarians was the party’s cronies to acquire significant privately owned media, in no way represented by the outcome of the elections any longer. 

such as regional newspapers, news radio, the largest online portals, The parliamentary supermajority enabled Orbán to place his and private television stations. The efforts to control the media loyal friends in each and every state institution. Orbán’s cronies culminated in a hugely surprising move in 2018, when over 450 

were parachuted into six-to-12–year terms in the Constitutional Fidesz-friendly private media outlets merged into one giant media Court, the National Media Authority, the Competition Authority, holding company in a single day. The government issued a decree the State Audit Office, and the Public Prosecutor’s Office. This that classified these transactions as being of “national strategic takeover effectively ensured that no misbehavior by the govern-importance,” thus ruling out any inquiry vis-à-vis competition law. 

ment would be called to account. Orbán’s nominee for president The sizable National Communications Office, which operates of the republic, for example, said at his parliamentary hearing within the prime minister’s office and is led by a government in 2010: “I will not be an obstacle to the government’s drive to minister, was charged with guiding this private media holding legislate; rather, I will be a motor. I do not wish to be a counter-company and the public media through weekly informal briefings weight, rather I shall strive for balance.” 

and key talking points. Such a concentration of loyal media enabled Within a few short years, the system of checks and balances that the governing party to run very efficient political campaigns and would protect the integrity of the democratic system was gone. 

influence public opinion through its never-ending aggressive/

Through very deliberate choices, the governing party captured the offensive communication, which the rest of the media could once-independent state institutions, which became the pillars of not counter. Orbán’s political rivals were effectively spoiled by the one-party regime. Hungary reached a level of concentration overwhelming smear campaigns and conspiracy theories, and of power that Europe had not seen for decades. 

pro-Fidesz operations showed citizens that there were no other Without any consultation with political parties (there were four relevant political forces in Hungary but the ruling party. 

other parties in Parliament in 2011) or civil society organizations, The incredible efficiency of this propaganda machinery was Fidesz changed the constitution. The new Fundamental Law, the boldly demonstrated in 2015 when the migration flow from the foundation of the legal system, was drafted so hastily that the ink Middle East and Africa challenged Europe with hundreds of wasn’t even dry on the paper. Eight months after the new Funda-thousands of migrants within months, many of whom passed mental Law was passed, a set of related laws was created named through Hungary. At the time, Fidesz had been working with 

“transitional provisions.” One law robbed the Constitutional Arthur Finkelstein, a former campaign adviser of Senator Jesse Court of the power to express an opinion in budgetary matters; Helms, and his colleague George E. Birnbaum. Fidesz learned another stipulated that the National Assembly alone can recog-from them how to build a campaign on people’s existential fears nize a religious community eligible for state funding; a third laid and how to link these fears to liberal opponents, pinning them down that, during election campaign periods, political parties in a tight corner and making it impossible for them to defend could advertise only in public-service media, not in commer-themselves against the accusations. 

cial media. These laws were an open breach of the principle of Orbán’s anti-migrant campaign was so successful in tainting separation of powers, freedom of religion, and fair competition his Hungarian opponents, European critics, and even American of political parties. 

businessman George Soros that he easily won the election in 2018, When these strikingly unconstitutional laws were ruled out his third victory in a row. In 2019, Birnbaum proudly told a Swiss even by the Fidesz-loyal Constitutional Court, the ruling party newspaper that Orbán’s anti-migrant, anti-liberal, anti-Soros cam-simply amended the constitution and enshrined all the prob-paign was their greatest-ever achievement in building archenemies. 

lematic elements into the Fundamental Law. Later, another amendment redefined what was considered to be public resources, MONEY

providing the government the opportunity to hide public funds from parliamentary scrutiny. In 10 years, the Fundamental Law ORBÁN’S POLITICAL POWER in the National Assembly was was amended nine times, allowing the governing party to abuse enough to redraw the constitution and to install people in key power while appearing to be following the law. 

institutions, which made him stronger. However, buying up 22
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The institutional framework for democracy is formally still there, but Orbán’s government gave up on democratic norms and used government power to capture the institutions, which are not fulfilling their roles as checks and balances. 

commercial media would not have been possible without vast finally returned to power, he mobilized law and state resources to financial resources. Hungary is a European country of 10 million humiliate civil society, and to demonize, ridicule, and ultimately people. (Hungary’s GDP per capita is slightly more than half of cripple his opposition. One of Orbán’s former conservative minis-America’s.) The country is scarce in capital; its business elite class is ters admitted recently that they followed him in this fight in order narrow and insignificant in a European context. In the last decade, to “avoid the return of the devil”—the communists. 

however, Orbán built up a new business elite of cronies close to Many former supporters of Orbán have turned away from him him, using state infrastructure developments as the main source over the years. His confrontational and hate-mongering politics, of funding. By manipulating public procurements, the govern-his embrace of Russia and China, and his continual infringements ment could craftily redirect billions of U.S. dollars in European of European legal norms alienated many former followers. To development funds to a small group of selected companies. The maintain his popular base, Orbán’s party organized conspiracy European Union was not able to prevent this. 

theory campaigns to mobilize more frustrated and uninformed Enriched by state regulations and sophisticated rent-seeking voters. When he was practically kicked out of the large European techniques, a coterie of businessmen grew out from almost no-People’s Party (EPP) family of conservative and Christian-where. One of them, Orbán’s childhood friend, Lőrinc Mészáros, democratic parties in 2021, Orbán was forced to forge alliances a gas fitter and former village mayor, accumulated a marvelous with openly far-right political forces. He became the hero of fortune within a couple of years. In 10 years, he increased his reve-French far-right politicians Marine Le Pen and Éric Zemmour, as nue from half a million to over $180 million, which landed him on well as Italy’s Matteo Salvini and Tucker Carlson, who all idealize the  Forbes billionaires list in 2019. He owns land, a construction Orbán because he has put his anti-democratic ideals into practice. 

company, stake in a bank, the majority of a power station, an Elections were scheduled to be held in Hungary on April 3, after energy service provider company, a castle and a hunting lodge, this article goes to press (an updated version will appear on the hotel chains, a soccer team, and one of the biggest media compa-website). It is timely to ask if Hungary is still a democracy or not. 

nies. When he was questioned about how he could achieve such Can its people peacefully change their leaders, if they want to? Is a remarkable success faster than Meta co-founder Mark Zuckerberg, peaceful handover of power possible? Could another government he smugly replied that he might be smarter than him. 

lead the country effectively? 

The neophyte Hungarian business elite are feeding Fidesz-loyal Democracies depend on an institutional framework and on media with hefty advertisements, sometimes providing 70 to a cultural background: the acceptance of democratic norms. In 80 percent of their financing. What is more, Fidesz’s cronies and Hungary, the institutional framework is formally still there, but members of the party’s cultural elite are placed on boards of Orbán’s government gave up on democratic norms and used gov-state-funded cultural and academic institutions to represent the ernment power to capture the institutions, which are not fulfilling governing party’s ideological expectations for cultural products their roles as checks and balances. In political fights, half of the and academic output. 

political elite do not accept that sometimes they can’t get their What is the ideology Fidesz is proclaiming with such an effort? 

way. It is highly questionable that democratic institutions and Whereas Orbán propagates a Christian-conservative culture war, elections are still meaningful in my country. 

ultimately he is building an autocratic state. In 2014, Orbán an-Still, the level of freedom has remained much higher in Hun-nounced that his regime being built in Hungary did not follow gary than in a classic dictatorship. There is no open violence, liberal ideas of social organization. It was based not on a set of journalists are not in prison, and, as long as there are elections, individuals, but on a national community, which ultimately was an the opposition always retains some chance to win and bring about 

“illiberal state.” He gave a long justification for why it was correct a change of power. 

to enact retroactive legislation, and to intervene in the functioning Elections are a risk for Orbán. A united opposition, a unique of the courts, which had previously been understood as breaching cooperation formed this time, can leverage the majoritarian the basic principles of democracy. 

election system, but it must amass significantly more votes than Orbán’s illiberalism was a direct consequence of his 2002 de-Fidesz. An opposition victory is a threat that Orbán’s party cannot feat, after which he introduced morally stigmatizing language, afford, because, after an electoral defeat, Fidesz’s leaders could casting his political rivals as an existential threat and presenting not simply walk away from being called to account for abusing himself as the savior of the nation. By mobilizing even the extreme state power. For Orbán, there is no simple way back to opposition. 

right groups, he successfully built a political tribe, and when he This is why it is so important for him to ally with America’s Features 
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Conservative Political Action Conference (cpac), which supports in Hungary. Political language is radicalized, elite polarization is his illiberal cause and plans to bring its radical right-wing activ-toxic, political tribes are firm, the distribution of state resources ists to Budapest for its first-ever meeting in Europe. Orbán has is perverse, and democratic institutions are subverted. Twelve years become isolated from moderate forces on the continent, and there of illiberalism pose a serious challenge for any future Hungarian is no mainstream party leader who would support him. Orbán’s government. As Hungary is unique in its path, we do not know autocratic tendencies won’t become invisible by his current stand if a restoration of democracy is possible, or whether instead we with the European Union and nato’s sanctions against Russia. 

face alternating democratic and autocratic governments that pull After Orbán’s courting of Vladimir Putin for years, his balancing the country into decline. Illiberalism is dangerous. Democrats in dance between Russia and the West has become difficult. But next Europe and the United States should define in what system they to Trump, Orbán can still be seen by his voters as a world leader. 

want to live and prevent illiberalism before it is too late. 

The illiberal Hungary experiment will continue regardless of the Zsuzsanna Szelényi  is a Hungarian politician and foreign policy specialist outcome these elections bring. There is no easy revival of democracy who has served at the Council of Europe and in the Hungarian Parliament. 

NORMALIZING CRIMINALITY

Strongmen: The Politics  

Of Domination

By Ruth Ben-Ghiat

Illustration by Klawe Rzeczy

extremist group Oath Keepers, Stewart 

Matter protests, summing up his approach 

Rhodes, has been arrested and charged 

to governance. 

with seditious conspiracy. 

The U.S. presidency was just a means to 

WHAT HAPPENS TO a bi- 

partisan democracy when 

one of the two parties 

turns toward autocracy? 

Yet we must be clear about what is at  

an end for Trump, who exercised a version This is the drama we are now living through stake and the scope of the challenges we face. 

of “personalist rule” in which the financial, in the United States. Half the political class The GOP and allied media are continuing  

legal, and other personal interests of the operates within a democratic framework, 

Trump’s agenda of democratic destruc-

leader prevail over national ones in shaping while the other half embraces extremist 

tion. Not only are Republican-governed 

domestic and foreign policy. In personalist politics. From support for the January 6 

states like Florida and Texas becoming 

rule, public office becomes a vehicle for assault on the Capitol, to the assault on free laboratories of American autocracy, but 

private enrichment for the leader and his and fair elections, the GOP has jettisoned the Republican Party is reshaping its polit-allies. (Before the onset of the pandemic in the rituals, norms, and values of democ-ical culture to support illiberal rule at the 2020 curtailed his traveling, Trump spent racy. It has become an authoritarian party national level if the Republicans recapture an astonishing one-third of his time in office that considers violence and propaganda 

the White House in 2024. 

traveling to promote his business brand.) legitimate tools for the exercise of power. 

Personality cults and alternate realities This might sound hyperbolic to some. 

built through continuous disinformation 

After all, the United States remains an open keep people loyal to him, and the hatred he society, and in November 2020, Americans 

sows polarizes society, generating suspicion voted former President Donald Trump 

out of office. Trump’s attempt to block 

TRUMP WAS ABLE TO radicalize 

the GOP, create an army of loyal 

grassroots insurgents, and lead 

both into battle against American 

rather than solidarity among citizens. 

democracy because he was an autocratic, 

Personalist rule typically develops with-

the transfer of power to Joe Biden did not not democratic, president. He differed 

in autocracies. The kind of power wield-

succeed. As of the end of February, almost from past heads of state of either party in ed by Russian President Vladimir Putin, 

800 people had been charged in the Janu-

having zero interest in public welfare or who built a power vertical that leaves him ary 6 insurrection. Enrique Tarrio, former consensus politics. “If you don’t dominate, untouchable (at least before his reckless in-head of the extremist Proud Boys group, 

you’re wasting your time,” he told governors vasion of Ukraine) and has reportedly made has been indicted, and the leader of the 

about responding to the 2020 Black Lives 

him the richest individual in the world, 
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is one example. Yet the personalization 

usually means the institutionalization of autocratic leader. A 2012 assessment by the of power can also manifest in fragile de-thievery, lying, and repression. One sign political scientists Norman J. Ornstein and mocracies in which the executive is able to of this influence is the emergence within Thomas E. Mann captured the growth of an 

exert sufficient pressure on institutions the system of elite imitators who compete anti-democratic ethos that would intensify to bend them to his own purposes, as Ital-to embody the leader’s way of governing. 

with the absorption of Tea Party energies: ian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi did 

Secretary of State Mike Pompeo’s boast 

with the judiciary and Parliament during 

about “swagger” being the new U.S. ap-

The GOP has become an insurgent 

his two terms of the 2000s. 

proach to diplomacy is one example. Florida outlier in U.S. politics. It is ideological-Personalist leaders are corrupt leaders. 

Governor Ron DeSantis’s emergence as 

ly extreme; scornful of compromise; 

Like Berlusconi and Putin, Trump came 

a mini-Trump, who imitates the former 

unmoved by conventional under-

)6

(X

into office under investigation. That’s why president’s hand gestures and makes his 

standing of facts, evidence and  

YTT the time and energies of the state and the  state into an illiberal stronghold, is an-science; and dismissive of the legiti-

); GE

ruling party are diverted to defending 

other. Understanding these authoritarian 

macy of its political opposition. 

S

them from accusations of wrongdoing and 

dynamics, and how they have affected the 

RHODE

avenging their supposed persecutions by 

Republican Party, is key to anticipating 

Trump had thought about running for 

T

AR

W

their enemies. (The Republican Nation-

what the United States could become if 

president for years. In 2011, he had tested TE

al Committee paying some of Trump’s 

the GOP retakes the White House in 2024. 

the waters as an openly racist candidate, (S

CK

personal legal expenses is an example.) 

spreading a conspiracy theory that claimed OTS Self-protection of the leader also dictates that President Barack Obama was born in 

TER

the creation of inner sanctums composed of SINCE THE START of Italian fascist rule a century ago, personalist 

Kenya and thus ineligible to govern. The 

: SHUT

family members and flatterers. They keep 

leaders have come to power by 

stars aligned for the 2016 election cycle. 

SOT the leader’s secrets and protect him from striking authoritarian bargains 

The uptick in refugees and migrants, the 

HO

P

truths he does not want to hear. 

whereby elites, motivated by the preser-

danger of a female presidential candidate, TION

Over time, the political system increas-

vation of their economic privileges, back Hillary Clinton, and the affront of eight TRAS ingly reflects the personal values and the leader’s removal of rights from citizens. 

years of Obama’s rule created the right de-U

ILL

mission of the personalist leader—and that Certainly, the GOP was ready for an openly gree of resentment against the strongman’s Features 
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usual enemies—women, racial and ethnic 

today of the Kevin McCarthy (then House 

qualities most important to today’s GOP: 

minorities, immigrants—and a sense that 

majority leader) who worried in a June 2016 

a willingness to endorse and commit vi-

traditional political offerings were insuffi-conversation with then-House Speaker Paul olence and make the party’s falsehoods, 

cient to meet the threat. 

Ryan that Trump was on Putin’s payroll. 

above all the Big Lie that Trump won the  

Up stepped Trump to shock the political 

In his place is a party apparatchik (now 

2020 election, a springboard for action. 

landscape, hewing to strongman traditions House minority leader) and keeper of the 

Ryan Kelley, who is running for governor 

that started with the fascists. He created personality cult flame who voted in Con-of Michigan, has the proper credentials to a movement and big-tent constituency 

gress 97.3 percent of the time in accordance thrive in a party now dedicated to illegal built on normalizing extremism and com-with Trump’s wishes. 

methods of gaining and keeping power. 

municated with his followers in ways that With each new challenge to his author-He’s co-founder of the American Patriot 

seemed to them authentic and fresh. 

ity, Trump tightened the vise further. By Council, which came to public attention in During the 2016 election, Trump’s open-2020, after he weathered impeachment by 

2020 when the group organized a rally after ly authoritarian positions electrified the the House (and acquittal by the Senate), 

which armed militia members breached the 

Republican base and GOP lawmakers. Now, 

the right to air dissenting views  within the state Capitol, occupying the upper gallery. 

political opponents not only had no le-

GOP had also diminished. By his second 

Kelley’s claim that some people will vote for gitimacy, but should be imprisoned—or 

impeachment trial in February 2021, in the him because he participated in January 6, worse. “Lock her up!” became the favorite wake of January 6, questioning the leader not in spite of it, is not unfounded. 

chant at Trump rallies. Al Baldasaro, a GOP 

cult had become downright dangerous. “Our member of the New Hampshire House 

expectation is that someone may try to kill of Representatives, and others called for us,” said GOP Representative Peter Meijer CORRUPTION AND radicalization 

are processes, and authoritari-

Hillary Clinton to be executed by firing 

of Michigan, who voted to impeach Trump, 

an states have long known how 

squad. Trump suggested that “Second 

explaining why he was buying body armor. 

to accelerate them by making 

Amendment People” could act against her. 

Personalist rule is also one frame among 

government a refuge for those who don’t 

Every strongman manages elites 

many that explains January 6, which was 

have to learn to be lawless. In the Third through relationships of fear and complica milestone on America’s path away from 

Reich, the Nazis often hired individuals 

ity. Trump’s personal qualities and talents democracy, and which perfectly expresses 

with handy criminal skills to hasten the 

proved ideal to further corrupt and subjuthe far-right’s direct-action philosophy and contagion effect. Anton Karl, convicted 

gate the GOP. He is not just a highly skilled scorn for deliberation and the rule of law. 

for theft and embezzlement during the 

propagandist, but also the embodiment of 

Seen in the context of authoritarian history, Weimar Republic, became head of the Nazi 

the man who gets away with everything—

it was a coup attempt (technically, a self-Labor Front’s construction department, 

like fraud, tax evasion, and sexual assault, coup) by a sitting president who sought to known for his skillful use of bribery to 

to mention only his publicly known port-

remain in power illegally. 

gain contracts. 

folio of criminal allegations. As corruption Yet January 6 was also a last-ditch leader-The accolades and job offers given by 

expert Casey Michel observes, Trump is 

rescue operation executed by Trump’s 

GOP lawmakers to Kyle Rittenhouse, whose 

the first Western leader to emerge from the faithful followers. Tellingly, 57 local and valued skills revolve around him killing peo-

“kleptocratic services industry,” via a real state GOP officials attended the rally that ple during a protest against police brutality estate business that was long suspected of preceded the assault on the Capitol. The 

in Kenosha, Wisconsin, and then being 

laundering money for oligarchs, Mafiosi, 

propaganda film shown there at the con-

acquitted for the crime, are another sign. 

and more. The impact of having someone 

clusion of the violence-inciting speeches So is the matter-of-fact statement by two-in the White House who conducts himself 

paid homage to Trump’s personality cult. 

term North Carolina state Representative 

like a mob boss cannot be overstated in 

A close-up of his face lingered on-screen Mike Clampitt, an Oath Keepers member, 

terms of legitimating lawless behavior, as as his supporters streamed to the Capitol, that he considers his government service 

well as extremist and racist beliefs. 

becoming the latest people to commit vi-

as the way he participates in the Oath Keep-Nor does the history of the U.S. presidenolence on the strongman’s behalf. 

ers and furthers their cause. For Clampitt, cy suffice to explain the authoritarian-style January 6 has now become a founda-serving the GOP is the straightest path to discipline Trump imposed on the GOP. 

tional event of a new GOP that defines 

overthrowing the institutions and values 

Over time, parties that serve personalist itself around violence and lawlessness, 

of the enemy—the federal government. 

leaders become hollowed out and devoid 

both framed as the patriotic protection 

It is hard to overstate the danger of a 

of ideals other than holding power. Loyalty of American freedom. So, it’s logical that party that is preparing for illiberal rule at to the leader, rather than competence, be-the party would actively court individuals the national level by normalizing criminal-comes the most desirable political quality who participated in the Capitol assault to ity. Whether or not Trump runs for office in for party leadership. The decision of the populate its leadership ranks. 

2024, his four years as a personalist leader, GOP to forgo announcing a party platform 

To date, at least 30 Republicans who 

and the force of his example, have been 

for the 2020 election season beyond its 

either were at the Capitol that day or 

absorbed into the GOP’s DNA. 

support of Trump is symptomatic. 

breached it are now running for office, and Ruth Ben-Ghiat  is a professor of history at So is the erasure of any independent 

at least 11 of them enjoy Trump’s endorse-New York University and the author of spark in party luminaries. There’s no trace ment. They have already proved to have the Strongmen: Mussolini to the Present . 
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Democratic Senators 

Kyrsten Sinema of Arizona 

and Joe Manchin of West 

Virginia caught an elevator 

together on their way to  

the Senate chamber to vote 

last September. 

THE DOORS ARE CLOSING

Will the Democrats Fight  

To Save Democracy? 

By Osita Nwanevu

YTT

GE/S IT’S BEEN THOROUGHLY OVERTAKEN by events since, but bills restricting voting rights had been prefiled or introduced in by the time the midterm elections roll around in November, our state legislatures by mid-January of this year—a 39 percent the implications of Congress’s failure to pass democratic increase over 2021. 

reforms this term will be clear to all. In fact, the right’s efforts On top of that, states are in the middle of a redistricting cycle to suppress the vote have already had an impact. In Texas, for many feared Republicans would dominate just as they did after TIME

instance, 30 percent of the absentee ballots received in the state’s 2010’s census. But while Democrats have been more competitive S

most populous counties were rejected ahead of the March prima-in district drawing than expected, reformers are still justifiably ANGELE

ries, thanks to new restrictions. In the 2020 election, by contrast, dismayed that the process remains a game won by ruthless, S

OL election officials rejected less than 1 percent of absentee ballots. 

zero-sum strategizing—especially since it’s being refereed by a 

/

The confusion sown by the attack on early voting and other re-conservative-dominated judiciary. In February, the U.S. Supreme strictions is precisely what the state’s Republicans intended. And Court revived an Alabama congressional map that a lower court NISHIMURA

the right’s drive for similar legislation across the country is only had struck down for its dilution of Black votes and signaled that KENT

intensifying. According to the Brennan Center for Justice, 96 new in future rulings it would scrutinize Section 2 of the Voting Rights Features 
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For all the claptrap Joe Manchin and Kyrsten Sinema have spouted about the filibuster facilitating bipartisan compromise, their opposition to eliminating it is most intelligible as a matter of material politics. 

Act—which says regulations that abridge the voting rights of racial stand against their own party’s attacks on the democratic process. 

and ethnic minorities are discriminatory regardless of intent. 

That wasn’t going to happen. Instead, activists, and, eventually, Advocates for democratic reform came into the Biden admin-most Democrats, hoped that the Senate Democrats would turn to istration hoping that legislation like the For the People Act and the nuclear option—a rules change by simple majority vote that the John Lewis Voting Rights Advancement Act would set things would have allowed the party to pass the reform bills, and perhaps straight—if not in time for this year’s midterms, then certainly by the rest of Biden’s agenda, by simple majorities. 

2024, when Donald Trump and his supporters in state government As is well known by now, West Virginia Senator Joe Man-are sure to try again to steal the election if his campaign comes up chin and Arizona Senator Kyrsten Sinema prevented this from short. But by the end of January, reform bills had been defeated happening, and Republicans blocked the bill. It shouldn’t be three times in the Senate—thanks entirely to Democrats Joe forgotten, though, that President Biden opposed eliminating the Manchin and Kyrsten Sinema’s opposition to killing the filibuster filibuster during the 2020 campaign and didn’t back the move and their ambivalence about the democratic reform push overall. 

until late 2021. In the early stretch of the reform push, Biden And while the term’s not out, there’s little reason to believe the echoed Manchin in suggesting that the Senate could move back push will be revived before the midterms: Political science, electo a talking filibuster instead—a proposal that would have forced toral history, and Biden’s current poll numbers all suggest that Republicans to hold the floor while blocking bills, but wouldn’t the Democrats are likely to lose their governing majority. Is the have actually changed the 60-vote threshold needed to move democratic project doomed? Not necessarily. But we’ll have a hard bills forward. In December, Biden, having taken a tentative step time productively moving forward if we don’t understand why in the right direction at a CNN town hall in October, told the the Democratic Party and this particular reform effort have failed. 

press for the first time that he’d back eliminating the filibuster to pass voting rights bills. “If the only thing standing between DEMOCRATIC LEADERS SHOULD be given their due:  getting voting rights legislation passed and not getting passed With a pandemic and a wide array of competing issues is the filibuster,” he said in an ABC interview, “I support making on the table, the party found the nerve to put demo-the exception of voting rights for the filibuster.” 

cratic reform near the top of the legislative agenda and But the filibuster wasn’t quite the only obstacle the reform began its push with a genuinely historic and ambitious piece of push faced. By then, Manchin had also expressed substantive legislation. The For the People Act, which would have standard-opposition to the For the People Act’s provisions. “This more ized federal elections with inclusive regulations on early voting, than 800-page bill has garnered zero Republican support,” he instituted automatic voter registration, preempted restrictive said in June 2021. “Why? Are the very Republican senators who voter-ID laws, and banned partisan gerrymandering, among other voted to impeach Trump because of actions that led to an attack provisions, was a fairly comprehensive response not only to the on our democracy unwilling to support actions to strengthen our novel anti-democratic threat posed by the radicalizing right, but democracy? Are these same senators, whom many in my party to long-standing problems that troubled reformers long before the applauded for their courage, now threats to the very democracy rise of Donald Trump—from campaign finance to government we seek to protect? The truth, I would argue, is that voting and ethics. Paired with the John Lewis Voting Rights Advancement election reform that is done in a partisan manner will all but Act, an update to the 1965 Voting Rights Act necessitated by the ensure partisan divisions continue to deepen.” 

Supreme Court’s disastrous, suppression-enabling ruling in 2013’s Eventually, he put forward an alternative framework that would Shelby County v. Holder, the For the People Act might have shored become the Freedom to Vote Act—a bill that kept For the People up our political institutions for a long time to come, while paving Act provisions, like automatic voter registration and a ban on the way for long-term reform projects like the elimination of the partisan gerrymandering. But it also slimmed down many of the Electoral College and the remaking or elimination of the U.S. Senate. 

For the People Act’s regulations on state voting laws and ditched But both bills faced the same basic obstacle confronting most many of its campaign finance reforms, while introducing a federal of the Democratic Party’s legislative agenda: the Senate filibuster. 

standard for states that had imposed voter-ID restrictions. The For Unlike the economic proposals Senate Democrats have worked the People Act, by contrast, would have allowed voters without to fit into budget reconciliation bills that can pass by simple ID to submit sworn statements testifying to their identity in such majorities, non-spending items like political reforms have to states. And in a remarkable act of collective compromise, most be passed as ordinary legislation. Republicans, therefore, could Democratic activists, advocacy groups, and progressives inside block reform bills unless Democrats garnered 60 votes to move and outside of Congress backed Manchin’s bill. “The provisions them forward—in other words, with a 50–50 Senate, Democrats of this legislation are overwhelmingly supported by the American would have had to find 10 Republicans willing to speak out and people across party lines,” former Georgia gubernatorial candidate 28
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and reform advocate Stacey Abrams said in her endorsement, in support of voting rights. “They were calling her out by name, 

“and Senators must respond to the demands of their constituents asking her to stand up for voting rights,” Levin remembered. “And by supporting it.” 

gosh, what else could have been done to push her along? I don’t But the party’s acquiescence to Manchin’s demands didn’t yield know. I can’t look into her soul.” 

a breakthrough on the filibuster, which Manchin continued to Really, the failure of the For the People Act and the other re-support. As such, Republicans were able to block the Freedom form bills can be understood in part as a consequence of the very to Vote Act in October 2021. And in January, after much ado about problems they might have gone some way toward fixing. “I don’t reviving the legislation and a more serious push from the Biden know what the phrase is,” Levin said. “A profile in cowardice? It’s a administration, a bill that combined the Freedom to Vote Act and profile in the failure of our campaign finance system, which leads the John Lewis Voting Rights Act was also killed—but not before senators to side with their donors over their constituents and Manchin and Sinema took to the Senate floor to reiterate their believe that they’re able to do that because the system is already support for the filibuster. “We must address the disease itself —the rigged enough that they can hope to survive.” 

disease of division—to protect our democracy,” Sinema said in This analysis really gets to the heart of things. Because for her speech. The democratic reform bills have since fallen off the all the claptrap Manchin and Sinema have spouted about the political map entirely. 

filibuster facilitating bipartisan compromise and building unity, their opposition to eliminating it is most intelligible as a mat-COULD THINGS have gone differently? Ezra Levin,  ter of material politics. As right-leaning Democrats, they, their co-founder of Indivisible, one of the many democratic donors, and their moderate-to-conservative constituents in West groups that had pushed the For the People Act aggres-Virginia and Arizona have real reason to fear the policy conse-sively, saw the movement of most Democrats on the quences of its elimination and the corresponding increase in filibuster as an encouraging sign—a development that hadn’t Democratic power it would have brought about. As long as the seemed like a given during the presidential primary. “This is some-filibuster remains in place, there’s little hope of Democrats ever thing that we asked everybody—from Booker to Buttigieg to Biden passing, say, a Green New Deal. Even if Manchin and Sinema had and everybody else,” he told me. “And it was really slim pickings…. 

agreed to a carve-out specifically for democratic reform legisla-Even Bernie Sanders wasn’t for filibuster reform—he wanted to tion, that crack in the firmament undoubtedly would have led to go through reconciliation.” The temptation, Levin said, was to say the filibuster’s eventual death. And, importantly, the success that when we got to a vote, we failed. “But what happened was of the reform push probably would have made it at least a little we brought 98 percent of the Democratic Party—sometimes kick-easier for Democrats to win and keep Congress, another change ing and screaming—along with us to the side that the filibuster that might have nudged policy leftward. 

reform was what we needed to pass structural democracy reform.” 

Manchin and Sinema managed to obfuscate these factors in 

“I don’t think anything went wrong—I think this was historic, their defenses of the filibuster with appeals to the need for con-transformational legislation that we came very, very close to en-sensus. Here, they took advantage of rhetoric—on bipartisanship acting, ” agreed Fred Wertheimer, founder and president of the and the need to bring the parties together—that Democrats of advocacy group Democracy 21. “The bottom-line problem was all stripes have long deployed. And it’s fairly clear this rhetoric Manchin and Sinema. They didn’t have any basis for doing what has undermined support for eliminating the filibuster among they did, but they did it anyway.” 

the broader public. While polls suggested that the provisions There’s been a tremendous amount of debate over how pli-of the For the People Act were generally popular, voters were able they might have been and what it may have taken to move demonstrably more apprehensive about the prospect of the the two. And critics of the reform effort have argued Democrats Democrats going nuclear. In April 2021, a survey from the group shouldn’t have gone into the term believing that the senators Data for Progress asked respondents whether they would support could be convinced to eliminate the filibuster in the first place. 

measures to end partisan gerrymandering “such that if one The faith that they could stemmed partly from a disbelief that party won about half the votes in a state, they should be able to the two would be willing to dismantle most of the Biden agenda win about half the congressional seats in that state.” The idea with their stance on the filibuster. Once it became clear that they in itself was supported by a 17-point margin, with 51 percent of would, reformers turned to the hope that they could move things respondents in favor and 34 percent of respondents opposed. 

forward with a carve-out specifically for voting rights and by paring But when the question was phrased to ask whether Democrats down their ambitions. Incredibly, in the last months of the reform should eliminate the filibuster to pass redistricting reform with-push, a number of commentators blamed the failure of the bills out Republicans, the margin fell to 5 points—with a narrow on the supposed intransigence of progressives and Democratic 47 percent plurality in support and 42 percent opposed. 

advocacy groups—a lie and an elision of the fact that the bill being pushed by progressives from June through January was a compromise, functionally written by Joe Manchin himself, that IN SHORT,  Americans were readier to embrace specific reform proposals than they were to embrace the shift in had replaced the For the People Act. It was Manchin and Sinema’s political perspective that was needed to pass them. Dem-implacable opposition to eliminating or meaningfully amending ocrats’ mixed messages about the GOP—the insistence, the filibuster that sealed the reform effort’s fate in January. 

from the president on down, that Republicans ought to be con-The weekend after Sinema’s speech, Levin was in Phoenix sidered partners in governance even though they’ve gone off the with Martin Luther King’s Jr’s family, marching across a bridge rails—certainly haven’t helped. But the alternative message—that Features 
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the Republican Party poses enough of a 

THE WHITE WORKING CLASS

threat that it ought to be overridden in Congress without a second thought—wouldn’t 

have easily found purchase in West VirginTreating  

ia even if Biden and the Democrats had 

advanced it. 

The narrow question of what, if any-

Non-Elites  

thing, might have moved Sinema and 

Manchin is then less important than the 

With Respect

broader question facing the Democratic 

Party as a whole: whether a constituency 

By Joan C. Williams

for progressive politics can be built in red Photograph by Danny Wilcox Frazier

America. The central challenge of the democratic reform effort is that the system’s anti-democratic and inegalitarian biases 


must be worked through—with both politi-

cal persuasion and political organization in regions more white and more conservative 

than the places bearing the brunt of voter THE TEST OF A first-rate intelligence,” said F. Scott Fitzgerald, “is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in the mind at the same time.” Understanding economic 

“ populism is simpler: You need to keep two  non-opposing ideas in mind at once. The conventional wisdom in progressive suppression—before they are overcome. 

circles is that economic populism is about race, not economics. 

That task—a transformation of the Amer- 

Recent studies clearly show it’s about economics … but it’s also ican political landscape—wasn’t going 

about race. Crucially, we can’t stop there. 

to be accomplished over the course of a 

Populism also reflects class anger about cultural disrespect, congressional term. As such, the drubbing expressed as culture wars (including those waged over abortion Democrats are likely to see in November 

and gender roles). None of this is surprising coming from me. To should be viewed as the beginning of a 

quote my husband, I can see gender in a ham sandwich; race and new stage in the reform push rather than 

class, too. We’d better unpack this sandwich fast, or democracy’s its end. There’s much to do in the near 

days may be numbered. 

term to shore up the democratic process, 

Economic Populism Is About Economics

beginning with efforts to protect voters 

and the vote ahead of 2024. “You have to go It goes without saying that wealthy conservative voters supported to the states,” Wertheimer told me, to fight Trump. What’s shocking, and in need of explanation, is that many the coming laws aimed at voter suppression non-elite voters did. 

and election sabotage. “Trump’s follow-

Why? The harsh effects of economic inequality played a major ers are out there attacking and harassing role. Wages rose when productivity did in the three decades after election officials; they’re trying to get into World War II; if that had continued, wages would be over  twice those positions themselves. That’s a battle what they are today. Instead, the rich got richer as income was that has to be fought in the states and in redistributed from the American middle class to the top 1 percent. 

local communities.” 

Middle-income jobs disappeared as the U.S. economy polarized At the federal level, reform legislation 

into jobs at the bottom and jobs at the top. One result is declining is functionally dead until 2024 at a mini-labor force participation for prime-age men, concentrated among mum and, given the biases of the Senate 

those without college degrees, devastating both their finances and the Electoral College, potentially for and their self-image. Middle-class incomes declined at a faster many, many years to come. But demo-rate than the nation’s as a whole, and the “great risk shift” made cratic reformers should continue building Americans far more vulnerable to the costs of illness, old age, public support for the provisions of the 

and unexpected job loss formerly shouldered by their employers. 

For the People Act and more ambitious 

There is a geography to the harm. Localities more exposed to proposals anyway. If there’s a future for competition from Chinese imports saw substantially larger reduc-the project of the American democracy, 

tions in manufacturing, resulting in more people unemployed or  D

ANNY

it’ll be built not by politicians in Washing-not-in-labor-force. Workers without college degrees were most WIL

ton hoping to save their own seats from 

affected, even if they didn’t work in manufacturing. All this fueled CO

election cycle to election cycle, but by 

the well-documented explosion in disability benefits and despair  X FRA activists capable of seeing that legislative deaths in rural and Rust Belt areas, as humiliated not-in-labor-ZIER

battles are only fronts in a larger, winnable force men struggled to support their families. 

/VII

ideological war. 

Many, or all, of these patterns are worst for people of color.  /RED

Osita Nwanevu

But they affect Americans of all races. Virtually all Americans  is a contributing editor at  

UX

The New Republic . 

(90 percent) did better than their parents in the decades after 30
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World War II, but only half do now, with the largest declines in Working-class whites know they’ve been screwed, and the far middle-class families. 

right is telling them it’s because they’re white. Progressives should be What about all those studies showing that economics  didn’t connecting with working-class anger and explaining that non-elites drive Trump voters? Methodological problems abound. Some have gotten screwed not because they’re  white  but because they’re studies divide voters into those earning less than $50,000 and those working-class. You can’t do this without a language of social class. 

earning more; but education, not income, drove votes for Trump. 

If Trump and his crew are busy sculpting economic resent-Moreover, Trump attracted not poor people but middle-income ment into racial resentment, the key question is how to sculpt it people: the tire salesman married to a bookkeeper, making more back. Unions make people less racist, presumably because they than $50,000 but still feeling the fade-out of the American dream. 

successfully communicate that white people are losing ground Another influential study coded as “status threat,” not economics, because of class, not race. For politicians, the race-class narra-the belief that China threatens U.S. jobs. But many Americans tive is crucial, as is a 2018 survey in which a progressive group believe China’s rise has fueled the American middle class’s fall—

found that three-quarters of rural respondents agreed with this and work by David Autor’s team at MIT shows they’re likely right. 

message: “Instead of delivering for working people, politicians Other studies focus narrowly on unemployment or personal hand kickbacks to their donors who send jobs overseas. Then economic setbacks, overlooking the political science showing that’s they turn around and blame new immigrants or people of color, not what drives people’s voting. Instead, what drove Trump voting to divide and distract us from the real source of our problems.” 

were worries about the national economy and the sense that one’s Focus on economics and don’t let the far right be the only ones community is left behind: Regions with lower job growth, social talking about race. This is very different from the narrative that mobility, life expectancy, and workforce participation swung writes off all Trump voters as racists and denies their economic for Trump in 2016. Robert Wuthnow documents rural America’s woes, which just strengthens the hand of the far right. 

sense of being dissed and forgotten, and Katherine J. Cramer So many depressing studies document the fact that racial documents how this drives the politics of resentment. Rust Belt resentment drives populism. I can’t cite them all, so we need to whites show a sharp increase in both polarization and support be clear about whom we’re targeting. A 2017 study differentiat-for the GOP. Democrats’ losses in rural areas and declining faced between “preservationists,” the 20 percent of Trump voters tory towns outweighed gains in cities and suburbs by two to one. 

for whom being white and Christian was front and center, and What’s happening in the United States fits a larger pattern: A 

“ anti-elites,” the 19 percent of Trump voters who have progressive study of 20 advanced economies over the past 140 years found economic views and feelings toward people of color as warm as that, after severe financial crises, far-right parties increased their those of non-Trump voters. A coalition with anti-elites is com-vote by 30 percent. The sharp rise in inequality was center stage patible with insistent condemnation of racism. 

during Occupy Wall Street. The inequality hasn’t gone away, and it’s poisoning American politics. 

Economic Populism Is Also About Class Anger Expressed as Culture Wars

Does This Mean That Economic Populism  

Understanding the class dynamic in American politics requires Is Not About Race? 

understanding that class is not just about economics; it’s also about No. Right-wing populism is not  just an expression of economic cultural differences. As the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu anxiety. It offers an explanation for whom to blame: Jews in 1930s pointed out, class status is enacted through cultural distinctions Germany; people of color in the United States today. Studies of between elites and non-elites. Conservatives have weaponized the European nationalism find blame for outsiders a consistent pat-resulting class culture gap into bitter culture wars over everything tern. Thus Trump and his allies claim the American dream has from Covid to climate change. Progressives need an effective disappeared not because the business elite are stealing workers’ 

response: “Cultural voting” accounts for much of the shift to the fair share of productivity, but because immigrants and people of right among non-elites since World War II. 

color get jobs “we” deserve. 

Culture wars deftly deflect anger against exploitative business The key research shows that white Republicans are far more elites by directing non-elites’ anger toward cultural elites instead. 

likely than Democrats or independents to believe that white Cultural voting helps explain disturbing trends that muddy the people get disadvantaged for being white. This is demonstrably narrative that populism is just a defense of white privilege. In untrue. My team’s six studies of racial bias document that white 2020, votes for Trump increased among noncollege voters of ev-men today report the least bias in industry after industry, while ery racial group, winning about a third of the votes of nonwhite, women of color report the most. Don’t even get me started on how noncollege men; Republicans now have gained so much support many studies show that people have never had equal access to that recent polling warns that Latino voters could soon be evenly the American dream—and still don’t. 

split between the parties. People of color still vote Democratic far Elites throughout U.S. history have tapped workers’ racism more than white people, but we need to act  now. 

to deflect blame from bosses’ theft of workers’ fair share. W.E.B. 

Too many idealistic progressives fail to appreciate the ways Du Bois described what has been called the wages of whiteness their politics reflect their worldview, and their worldview re-strategy, noting that even when working-class whites “received flects their privilege. Close to half of college grads of all racial a low wage [they are] compensated in part by a … public and groups say they are liberal, but that’s true of only one-quarter of psychological wage”: You might be “white trash,” but at least you white and Latino noncollege voters, and about one-third of Black have the privileges associated with being white. 

and Asian American ones. 
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Understanding the class culture gap starts from two principles: Parents raise their kids to succeed at the jobs available to them, and people use what tools they have in the eternal scrum for social honor. 

This plays out over a wide range of issues. Americans who didn’t the way elites display their cultural capital to others in the elite attend college are 26 percent less likely to support gay marriage, class through artisanal spiritualities and teeny, tiny portions 25 percent more likely to think immigrants threaten American of labor-intensive food. While elites look down on non-elites values, and 16 percent more likely to believe that abortion should as unsophisticated, non-elites look down on elites as insincere be illegal than those with postgraduate degrees. These differences and place a higher value on their own unadorned “straight talk.” 

occur in every racial group; shockingly, 32 percent of Latino non-Trump taps into this brilliantly. His own personal fury at elites college grads support reducing even legal immigration. Religion is sincere—he was never accepted by New York society—and the is another key class divide: Two-thirds of Americans without high coarse and transgressive tropes that so revolt me feel delicious to school degrees say religion is very important in their lives, but less his followers for precisely that reason: Trump’s their middle finger. 

than half of those with postgraduate degrees say this. 

The scrum for honor also helps explain why non-elites highly value traditional masculinities and femininities: Those are social UNDERSTANDING THE class culture gap starts from  ideals they can fulfill to assuage the hidden injuries of class. Thus two principles: Parents raise their kids to succeed at hegemonic masculinity predicts Trump voting in both men and wom-the jobs available to them, and people use what tools en; yet another class effect. All this fuels attitudes toward abortion; they have in the eternal scrum for social honor. 

“pro-life” reflects non-elites’ pride in placing “family before work: Non-elite parents value obedience more than creativity: Being You can always get another job, but you can’t get another family.” 

disruptive may help Silicon Valley entrepreneurs, but among non-It also fuels their critique of elites’ obsessive focus on their careers. 

elites, it just gets you fired. A huge amount of political science Other studies show that elites are more individualistic, while literature encodes this as “authoritarian personality,” unselfcon-non-elites place a higher value on community and solidarity, which sciously interpreting lack of social privilege as a character flaw. 

explains the soul pain of people in rural and Rust Belt America who People in the middle of status hierarchies are more conformist are seeing their communities wither. The scrum for social honor also than those above and those below, motivated by fear of status explains why non-elites are more patriotic and protective of “Ameri-loss; Barbara Ehrenreich called it the fear of falling. While elites can values”: Being American is one of the only high-honor categories feel free to chase unicorns, the fragile middle class worries about they belong to, and everyone emphasizes the high-honor catego-losing what it has, leading to rarely understood, class-linked ries they inhabit. That’s why elites stress their high-status careers. 

differences on taxation and social redistribution. Americans Scorn down, anger up: the emotions that cement hierarchies. 

who didn’t attend college are 24 percentage points less likely If we want to stop the anger, we need to stop the scorn. Building a than college grads to favor increasing the maximum tax rate. 

bridge to noncollege voters will require more than just going big Middle-income voters are less likely than either the rich or poor on redistribution. I felt chastened when Leah Daughtry, twice CEO 

to think that government should provide more assistance, so of the Democratic National Convention Committee, whose father it’s not surprising that noncollege voters in households earning was an early mentor of New York’s Mayor Eric Adams, commented $30,000 to $80,000 opposed making Biden’s childcare tax credit tartly after Adams defeated more progressive candidates in the permanent. Racism plays a role, but so does class: People working primary, “Is it that Black and brown people are not as progressive very hard at not-very-fulfilling jobs resent paying taxes to support as some people want to say they are, or does the definition of those who aren’t working. About two-thirds of white and Latino 

‘progressive’ need to be looked at?” This sentiment was recently noncollege voters (and nearly 60 percent of Black and Asian-Pacific echoed by San Francisco’s African American Mayor London Breed. 

Islander ones) support work requirements for those on  food stamps I’m not saying, as Ruy Teixeira does, that the Democratic 

… yikes. As a progressive, I favor empowering the middle class Party should abandon cultural leftism. If it does so, I will leave rather than starving the poor, but Americans typically think the it. My point is that culture wars, combined with economic and GOP is better at creating good-paying jobs and conveying respect racial strife, are fraying the social bonds that cement democracy. 

for hard work. That’s political malpractice, especially since many We’re close to the point of no return. College-educated Americans Latinos and Asian Americans came to the United States precisely need to increase our cultural competence and treat non-elites to pursue the American dream through hard work. 

with the respect that is due to coalition partners whose lives and The class culture gap extends to “social” issues. It takes self-values often differ from our own. Progressives need to listen more discipline to show up, on time and without “an attitude,” to and demand less—not because we’re moderates but because blue- and pink-collar jobs, so non-elites of all races highly value we’re progressives. 

the traditional institutions that anchor self-discipline: religion, the Joan C. Williams  is a professor of law at the University of California, military, and “family values.” My crowd in San Francisco scorns Hastings, and author of White Working Class: Overcoming Class such institutions and stresses instead its “sophistication,” a.k.a. 

Cluelessness in America. 
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BEYOND TRUMP AND BANNON

10 People 

You’ve Never 

Heard of  

Who Are 

Larry Arnn

Destroying 

President, Hillsdale College

For decades, Michigan-based Hillsdale 

has served as an academic partner for 

Democracy

the religious right. The college has had 

a close relationship to the Council for 

National Policy, the secretive Christian 

By Anne Nelson

right umbrella organization that directs 

so much right-wing activism, through 

Arnn and his predecessor, George Roche 

IN RECENT YEARS, America’s democracy III (who left in a cloud of scandal). Hills-has faced countless challenges. Some 

dale’s major donors have constituted a 

seemed to materialize out of thin air, but who’s who of the radical right, including many have been the fruit of secretive 

the Koch network and leading figures 

networks such as the 40-year-old 

from the CNP. Arnn has expanded Hills-

dale’s role as a platform for the CNP’s 

Council for National Policy. Here are 10 

network of megadonors, fundamentalist 

individuals who have sown the seeds  

activists, and media outlets, providing 

of disruption and disinformation—and 

their policy prescriptions with a thin 

who are setting their sights on the  

veneer of academic respectability. The 

2024 presidential election. 

college enrolls around 1,500 students, 

but its leaves an outsize footprint in political messaging. Its highly politicized Anne Nelson  is the author of  Shadow Network: Media, publication  Imprimis is sent to more Money, and the Secret Hub of the Radical Right . She than six million recipients. Hillsdale 

 has taught at Columbia University for over 20 years and operates the Kirby Center in Washing-is currently a research scholar at Columbia’s Saltzman Institute of War and Peace Studies. 

ton, D.C., where it has groomed young 

conservatives at the Capitol Hill Staff 

Training School, run by the Leadership 

Institute (see Morton Blackwell, below). 

Hillsdale is also playing a role in the 

current disruption of public education, 

which has been used for political lever-

age in Virginia and beyond. In 2020, 

J

Donald Trump appointed Arnn chair of 

ACK

the 1776 Commission, to promote a  

SON

“patriotic” rebuttal to the 1619 Project’s CITIZEN

racially inclusive approach to U.S. 

P

history. Hillsdale has led an ongoing 

ATRIO

campaign to politicize public schools, 

T/

promoting anti–critical race theory 

AP

P

campaigns and assisting in the launch 

HO

T

of “affiliate” charter schools in 11 states. 

O
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Joe Seales

Neil Patel

Jenny Beth Martin

CEO, Right Side  

Co-founder and publisher of  

Co-founder and CEO, 

Broadcasting Network

The Daily Caller

Tea Party Patriots

rsbn serves as the equivalent of a 

The Caller website was launched in 2010 

Martin launched the Tea Party Patriots 

Trump-specific c-span that has carried 

by Patel and Tucker Carlson, his college 

in March 2009 in collaboration with 

nearly every Trump speech, rally, and 

roommate, with a $3 million investment 

Amy Kremer and Mark Meckler, 

town hall since July 2015, as well as full from Patel’s fellow CNP member Foster 

with funding from FreedomWorks, a 

coverage of the pro-Trump Conservative 

Friess. (Carlson served as editor in chief 

“grassroots service center” founded 

Political Action Conference (cpac). It 

until 2016 and left the publication  

with Koch backing. The Tea Party Pa-

also broadcasts a show called  The Right in 2019, when Patel bought him out.) 

triots spent the Obama administration 

 View, with Trump daughter-in-law Lara The site claims more than 20 million 

organizing various “spontaneous” anti- 

Trump. On January 6, it livestreamed 

monthly readers, and the Daily Caller 

government, anti-tax rallies. Martin, 

Trump’s speech inciting the march on 

News Foundation licenses its content 

Meckler, and Kremer also joined the 

the Capitol, and it gave live coverage 

free of charge to almost 300 outlets. 

CNP; by 2020, Martin had risen to  

to the Florida “Freedom Rally to Show 

Patel has used the site as a platform for the executive committee and Meckler 

Support for President Trump and 

voices of the radical right, including 

to the status of Gold Circle member. 

January 6th Political Prisoners” a year 

Jason Kessler, the white supremacist 

Martin’s Tea Party Patriots became the 

later. In July 2021, rsbn was temporarily who organized the Charlottesville rally, 

meeting ground for the secular Koch 

suspended by YouTube, but the network 

as well as climate denial and disinfor-

brothers and the Christian nationalist 

looked to its own app and the new pro-

mation, such as a falsified “nude” photo 

CNP. She became the go-to woman 

Trump platform Rumble to continue to 

of Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. The site 

for organizing campaigns, including 

carry Trump’s rallies. The radical right 

favors members of the CNP, including 

political canvassing and public protests. 

has been assiduously constructing a 

Supreme Court spouse Ginni Thomas 

Martin was a key point person for the 

/ 

parallel media system in recent decades. 

(a Caller “special correspondent”) and 

CNP in Trump’s reelection campaign. In 

rsbn, Rumble, and Trump’s new Truth 

Turning Point USA’s Charlie Kirk. The 

April 2020, she organized “100 Business 

Social platform complement other 

Daily Caller has recently launched 

Executives” in support of Trump, along 

CHIKWENDIU

media initiatives, ranging from tradi-

a Facebook video platform called 

with fellow CNP members Adam Bran-

AHI

; J

tional fundamentalist broadcasters like 

American Voices, with three million 

don of FreedomWorks and Lisa Nelson 

OK

UX

American Family Radio to social sites 

followers, that partners with media 

of the American Legislative Exchange 

RED/

CEBOA

like Gettr and Parler, in the ongoing con-platforms of the religious right. It also Council (alec). Trump acknowledged 

F/

OLDEN

struction of an alternate political reality boosts Carlson’s Fox News broadcasts. 

Martin by name in his speech before the 

LIVE

G

T

AS for millions of followers. In March 2022, The Caller’s YouTube channel features 

CNP on the eve of the 2020 GOP con-

CHA

after the height of the Ottawa truckers’ 

additional Carlson content, comedy and 

vention. On November 4, 2020, Martin 

; MELISY protests, rsbn promoted a truckers’ 

CHIT

sports programming, as well as regular 

announced that her organization was 

TT

OF

convoy roundtable hosted by Represen-

attacks on Joe Biden, Anthony Fauci, 

going to hold “Protect the Vote” rallies 

YS /GET

TE

S

tatives Matt Gaetz and Marjorie Taylor 

and CNN. It has given ample space to 

in swing states. On December 30, she 

O

UR

P

Greene, and it has offered ongoing 

Trump’s false claims of election fraud, 

tweeted that she would be speaking at 

: CO

ONT amplification of Trump’s false election and positive coverage of voter suppres-the January 6 Stop the Steal rally: “We 

fraud claims. We can be sure that what-

sion legislation. 

must demand Congress to challenge 

RIGHT

SHING

O

A

T

W

ever Trump fabricates for future news 

the Electoral College votes and fight for LEFT

THE

cycles, rsbn will be repeating it. 

President Trump!” (Martin was present 

at the rally, but didn’t end up speaking.) Most recently, Martin has spoken out 

in support of the Canadian truckers’ 

protest. “We are all truckers now,” she 

told  The Hill in February. 
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Simone Gold

Morton Blackwell

Cleta Mitchell

Founder, America’s Frontline 

Founder and president, 

Attorney

Doctors

the Leadership Institute

Mitchell is a longtime member of the 

Gold was an emergency physician in 

Blackwell, Paul Weyrich, and Richard  

CNP board of governors. More recently, 

Los Angeles who was tapped by the CNP 

Viguerie were young Goldwater activists 

she appeared on panels at 2020 CNP 

leadership to serve as a point person 

when they joined forces in the 1960s. 

meetings speaking on “Election Integri-

for a massive Covid disinformation 

Together, they helped to create a 

ty: Securing the Ballot Box” and  

campaign. The plan was advanced on a 

constellation of conservative groups, 

“Election Integrity: Action Steps.” 

conference call in May 2020, while the 

including the CNP umbrella organi-

Mitchell also serves on the board of 

pandemic was first raging, and after 

zation and its partner cpac. Blackwell 

directors of the Bradley Foundation, run 

Trump held his increasingly erratic 

took on the task of training future gener-by fellow CNP board member Richard 

press conferences that included CNP 

ations of right-wing political candidates Graber. Following Biden’s victory, 

president William Walton and Trump 

and activists. His Leadership Institute, 

Mitchell tweeted that the Georgia 

aide Mercedes Schlapp. The goal was to 

launched in 1979, claims that it has 

recount was “A FAKE!!!” She traveled to 

use physicians to persuade the public 

trained more than 200,000 people over 

Georgia as a volunteer legal adviser for 

that the economy could be opened up 

its history, many of them in county- and 

Trump’s campaign and helped to file a 

in time to benefit the Trump campaign. 

state-level sessions in battleground 

December 2020 lawsuit challenging the 

Gold began a series of appearances on 

districts. The courses include fundrais-

returns. According to  The Washington 

media platforms run by CNP members, 

ing, speechwriting, social media, and 

 Post’s Robert O’Harrow Jr., “On Decem-disparaging the idea that Covid was 

candidate development. Graduates 

ber 30, Mitchell wrote to [then–White 

a “huge medical crisis,” pushing the 

of the institute include Mike Pence, 

House chief of staff] Mark Meadows 

false hydroxychloroquine “cure,” and 

Representative Jim Jordan, and Project 

and offered to send some 1,800 pages 

attacking Anthony Fauci. On July 27, 

Veritas founder James O’Keefe. The 

of documents purporting to support 

2020, Jenny Beth Martin introduced 

institute’s training is ongoing, espe-

claims of election fraud.” On January 2, 

LEFT

Gold and a dozen colleagues standing 

cially in contested states. In 2021, the 

Mitchell took part in Trump’s infa-

T

before the U.S. Supreme Court build-

GOP, noting that it needed to net only 

mous call to Georgia Secretary of State 

O RIGHT

ing, repeating a litany of falsehoods 

five congressional districts to take the 

Brad Raffensperger, of whom Trump 

about the virus. Their statements, 

:

House, targeted 47 districts, five of them famously demanded, “I just want to find 

JOHN

AP

livestreamed by Breitbart News, quickly 

in Texas. That year, the Leadership 

11,780 votes.” The call was leaked, and 

/SHUT

CL

went viral, and the video was enthusi-

Institute blanketed Texas, scheduling 

when Mitchell’s role was disclosed, she 

ANT

TER

astically retweeted by Donald Trump. 

around 40 training workshops between 

was obliged to resign from her position 

ON

S

/

On January 6, Gold joined the mob that 

March and November 2021—many 

T

at the Foley & Lardner law firm. But 

TUL

OCK S

breached the Capitol. She was recorded 

months before the midterm elections. 

Mitchell continues her work through her  ; A TRA

W

in the Rotunda denouncing the Covid 

The national Democrats, in contrast, 

strategy sessions at the CNP, her board 

ORLD

VIS

vaccine as “an experimental biological 

have tended to enter the state campaign 

membership at the Bradley Foundation,   D /

O

AP

VE

agent deceptively named a vaccine.” 

arenas a few months or even weeks 

her Apple podcast  Who’s Counting? , P

/

HO

THE

She was charged with violent entry and 

before the elections, offering minimal 

and her November 2021 appointment 

TO

NE

; 

disorderly conduct (she pleaded guilty 

training on the ground, limited digital 

to the Board of Advisors of the federal 

D

W

AMIAN

Y

in March and will be sentenced in June). 

campaign tools, and poorly coordinated 

Election Assistance Commission, which  ORK

Over 2021, she appeared in a series of 

data. The institute’s menu of courses 

certifies voting systems—including 

D

TIME

OV

“Health and Freedom Conferences” 

reflects the right’s current initiatives, voting machines—and advises local 

AR

S / G

RED

across the country, sharing the bill with including School Board Campaign 

officials on compliance with  

ANE

UX

Michael Flynn, Sidney Powell, and Mike 

Training and a School Board  

S

federal regulations. 

/

Lindell. In 2020, she set up a profitable Activist Workshop. 

online prescription service for bogus 

Covid “cures.” 
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Richard Graber

Lisa Nelson

Daniel J. Schultz

CEO, Lynde and Harry Bradley 

CEO, American Legislative 

Attorney and founder, 

Foundation

Exchange Council

Precinct Strategy

This Milwaukee foundation has assets 

Nelson came to alec in 2014 after pre-

Schultz was an early proponent of 

of some $900 million. Graber is a 

vious stints on Newt Gingrich’s staff and the idea that Republican-controlled 

member of the board of governors of 

at gopac, the Republican state and local 

legislatures could overturn election 

the CNP, while CNP election strategist 

political training organization. alec was results—later promoted as the “indepen-Cleta Mitchell is one of the foundation’s co-founded in 1973 by Paul Weyrich, also 

dent state legislature doctrine.” In some 11 board members. The Koch network 

a co-founder of the CNP. alec convenes 

interpretations, Republican-controlled 

and the DeVos family philanthropies 

corporate sponsors and Republican state 

state legislatures could nullify the 

may have received more attention, but 

legislators to “collaborate” on model 

popular vote and send their own electors 

the Bradley Foundation’s strategic, long-

bills—including legislation to oppose 

to put Trump in office. The key to his 

time focus on state-level politics has 

environmental regulation and gun 

strategy? Purging from the Republican 

allowed it to make a major impact, using 

control. In April 2020,  The Washing-

Party inconveniently ethical officials like its home state of Wisconsin as a labo-ton Post reported that Nelson, Jenny Brad Raffensperger, starting at the pre-ratory. In 2012 to 2013, the foundation 

Beth Martin, and Adam Brandon were 

cinct level. “We can take over the party if spent more than $8 million on a network 

leading an effort to organize a group of 

we invade it,” Schultz told Steve Bannon 

of groups promoting a right-to-work law 

businesspeople to help Trump “jump-

on his podcast in February 2021. Over 

also supported by then-Wisconsin Gov-

start” the economy in the depths of the 

the following months, there was a surge 

ernor Scott Walker (a fellow CNP board 

Covid epidemic. Nelson continued her 

in candidates for precinct chairman 

member) and attacking Wisconsin trade 

efforts over 2020 and doubled down af-

positions across the country. Schultz 

unions. The resulting right-to-work law 

ter the Biden’s victory. From December 2 

has pointed to the strategy’s success in 

crippled the unions and contributed to  

to 4, 2020, alec hosted a secret “process Arizona as a model. ProPublica reported 

Wisconsin’s shift from a Democratic 

working group” for Republican state 

that in one Maricopa district, the pre-

to a swing state. In 2021, the Bradley 

legislators, election commissioners, and 

cinct roster grew by  

Foundation earmarked $600,000 for 

attorneys to develop strategies on 

63 percent in less than six months. 

the American Legislative Exchange 

election oversight and redistricting. In 

Schultz’s website asks: “Can we get 

Council’s voter management campaign 

July 2021, alec hosted and financed an 

3/10 of 1% of the 74 M Trump America 

software and other activities, bringing 

“academy” under the rubric of the “Hon-

Firsters to Become Republican Precinct 

its alec contributions to $5.4 million 

est Elections Project” in conjunction 

Committeemen? To TAKE OVER The 

over the previous decade. In 2020 and 

with its annual meeting, with panels 

Republican Party? To Save the Re-

E

2021, the foundation gave $200,000 

featuring Cleta Mitchell and other CNP 

public?” He points out that precinct 

to the Claremont Institute. Claremont 

strategists. Nelson offered a preview of 

committeemen are the ones who elect 

UTUBO



Y/ has played a critical role in the radical their project to rewrite election laws at the state party leaders and are the only 

OFY OM right’s promotion of false claims of the CNP’s May 2021 meeting: “We’ve 

ones who can vote to endorse primary 

S

O

TE

R

fraud and the efforts to rewrite voting 

been targeting our efforts on those states candidates; in some states, they are the 

UR

AR

W

laws in advance of the 2024 elections; 

that have had issues—Pennsylvania, 

only ones who can nominate candidates 

; COY  OF

T

YS John Eastman, who drafted the infa-

Michigan, Arizona, Florida to a certain 

to fill vacancies in state legislatures. The T

TE

/GE

mous six-point memo used by Trump to 

degree.” Currently, Republicans control 

logic is that full slates of pro-Trump pre-S

UR

challenge the Electoral College on Jan-

30 state legislatures, including Arizona, cinct chairs could guarantee pro-Trump 

ARD

; CO

W

E

uary 6, is a Claremont senior fellow. The Florida, Georgia, Michigan, Pennsyl-candidates on the Republican state-level 

EDA UTUB foundation also contributed $300,000 

vania, and Wisconsin. If successfully 

ballots in 2022, who could be activated 

OY/T to the Public Interest Legal Foundation implemented, the independent state 

to enact the independent state legisla-

: AMAND

.NE

(chaired by Cleta Mitchell) and $175,000 

legislature initiative could determine 

ture doctrine in 2024—subject to judicial to the Heritage Foundation’s election 

the outcome of the 2024 elections, 

review. Donald Trump approves. On 

RIGHTO

T

UMENTED

law initiative, both of which promoted 

regardless of the popular vote. 

February 27, 2022, he issued a statement 

CO

LEFT

D

Trump’s false claims of fraud. 

endorsing  Schultz’s project. 
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to all voters, as Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger did in 2020. They lost much of their discretion to extend the hours at polling places, to set up mobile voting centers, or, in certain larger counties, to expand early-voting hours. Some counties used to accept funds and donations from third-party EYE ON 2024

groups to shore up their infrastructure and make voting more accessible; Georgia’s 

voting law now bans that practice. 

Can They Steal It? 

No aspect of the new law is more sinister than its empowerment of the state legisla-By Matt Ford

ture. In early 2021, Raffensperger resisted Illustration by Ross MacDonald

Trump’s pressure to “find 11,780 votes” and give him the state’s electoral votes. But the MIDTERM ELECTIONS rarely get as much Who runs Arizona’s elections will also 

new law allowed Georgia’s Republican-led 

attention as a presidential contest. But 

shape the outcome of the midterms. Katie 

legislature to wrest control of the election the 2022 contests could decide whether 

Hobbs, a Democrat who oversaw the 2020 

board from the secretary of state, and opens future elections are conducted fairly, and election as secretary of state, is now chal-more channels for partisan figures to warp whether they can proceed without being 

lenging Ducey for the governorship. Her 

the process. Perhaps most dangerously, 

overturned by partisan actors. Over the past departure gives Republicans an opening 

state lawmakers can suspend local election year, Republican state lawmakers, egged 

to take control of a key state’s election ma-officials at will, a power that seems destined on by former President Donald Trump, 

chinery. To replace Hobbs, Donald Trump 

to be used against election supervisors in passed a wave of voting restrictions. In the favors state Representative Mark Finchem, large, majority-Black communities such 

midterms, we’ll find out how far the party whom Trump has praised for “his incredi-as those in Fulton County. 

will go to hold power—particularly when 

bly powerful stance on the massive Voter 

voters want to give it to someone else. Look Fraud that took place in the 2020 Presi-Michigan

to these six states to divine the future of dential Election Scam.” 

free elections in America. 

Governor: Gretchen Whitmer, a Democrat, Georgia

is up for reelection in 2022

Arizona

Legislature: Republicans control both Governor: Brian Kemp, a Republican, is up chambers

Governor: Doug Ducey, a Republican, is for reelection in 2022

State Supreme Court: Split between term-limited; the next election is in 2022

Legislature: Republicans control both four Democratic justices and three 

Legislature: Republicans control both chambers

Republican justices

chambers

State Supreme Court: Controlled by a Elections administered by Michigan State Supreme Court: All seven justices conservative majority

Secretary of State Jocelyn Benson, a 

were appointed by Republican governors

Elections administered by the secretary Democrat

Elections administered by Secretary of of state, with significant legislative 

Other key players: Ron Weiser and 

State Katie Hobbs, a Democrat

influence

Meshawn Maddock, co-chairs of the  

Other key players: Kelli Ward, state GOP 

Other key players: Stacey Abrams, a state GOP

chair

Democrat

NO

YES

Can they steal it?  

3/10

NO

YES

NO

YES

Can they steal it?  

6/10

Can they steal it? 

8/10

With a Democratic governor and a Dem-

Since 2020, Arizona’s attempts to restrict Georgia has lately become a flashpoint for ocratic secretary of state, Michigan’s 

voting have not gone quite as far as those voting restrictions, and for good reason. In Republican lawmakers happily have few 

of other states, but, considering that Biden March 2021, a new law erected a medley of opportunities to enact restrictions like 

won here by just over 10,000 votes, even 

barriers. Georgian voters must now meet 

those seen in Georgia or Texas. But they 

modest changes may have an outsize 

strict voter-ID requirements to request 

may have found a roundabout means of 

impact on turnout. Last May, when Gov-

an absentee ballot, get less time to make doing it anyway. Under the state constitu-ernor Ducey signed a bill that abolished 

the request, and will find fewer drop-off tion, a proposed law that collects enough the state’s permanent list of early voters, locations. Voting in person is harder too: signatures can be sent to the legislature for he made it possible to remove Arizonans if In a state where some counties are plagued approval. If the legislature approves the they don’t regularly cast a ballot. Over the with long lines at precincts, it is now illegal proposal, it automatically becomes law. If summer, a Supreme Court ruling upheld a 

to provide food or water to those waiting. 

not, it goes on the ballot for voter approval series of restrictions on mail-in ballots that State and local election officials also 

in the next election. Most important, the had been challenged by Democrats under 

face novel constraints. They can no lon-

governor can’t veto legislation approved by the Voting Rights Act of 1965. 

ger send out absentee-ballot applications the legislature under this method. 
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One of the proposed initiatives sought 

argued that the federal Constitution gives Some of the new law’s provisions, includ-by a GOP-aligned group would enact a strict state legislatures the exclusive power to ing one that gives partisan poll watchers voter-ID law. It would also narrow access decide how to conduct federal elections 

more discretion to challenge an individ-

to absentee ballots and block state officials and that state supreme courts can’t override ual voter’s eligibility, appear destined to from sending absentee ballot applications it. If upheld by the U.S. Supreme Court, 

manufacture claims of fraud instead of 

to all eligible voters. Though the propos-this theory, known as the “independent 

reducing the likelihood of it. 

als aren’t as ambitious as in states where state legislature doctrine,” would allow state Republicans have complete control, they 

lawmakers to draft a wide variety of laws for congressional elections without fear of Wisconsin

would be a step back from the system that in the last presidential election produced gubernatorial vetoes or state court reviews. 

Governor: Tony Evers, a Democrat, is up Michigan’s highest voter turnout on record. 

And some have argued that it would give 

for reelection in 2022

Governor Whitmer vetoed similar mea-

state lawmakers the power to ignore the 

Legislature: Republicans control both sures when the legislature passed them 

outcome of a presidential race and appoint chambers

through the normal process in 2021; the 

a slate of electors of their own choosing. 

State Supreme Court: The court is 

restrictions, she told lawmakers, “would 

In 2020,  The Atlantic reported that Penn-officially nonpartisan, but has a 4–3 

disproportionately harm communities of 

sylvania Republican leaders had discussed conservative-liberal split

color.” If conservative activists manage to that option ahead of that year’s contest. 

Elections administered by Wisconsin collect roughly 340,000 signatures within One of those leaders, Jake Corman, is now Elections Commission

a 180-day period, however, the proposals 

running for governor. 

Other key players: Assembly Speaker she vetoed could yet become law. 

Robin Vos, a Republican, and retired state Supreme Court Justice Michael Gableman, 

Texas

Pennsylvania

also a Republican

Governor: Greg Abbott, a Republican, is NO

YES

Can they steal it?  

4/10

Governor: Tom Wolf, a Democrat, is term-up for reelection in 2022

limited; the next election is in 2022

Legislature: Republicans control both Because Governor Evers has veto pow-Legislature: Republicans control both chambers

er and the state’s elections are run by a chambers

nonpartisan commission, Wisconsin Re-

State Supreme Court: Controlled by nine State Supreme Court: Populated by five Republican justices

publicans haven’t been able to impose 

Democratic justices and two Republican 

major restrictions over the last two years. 

Elections administered by Texas 

justices

But that hasn’t stopped them from under-

secretary of state and county judges

Elections administered by Pennsylvania mining elections in other ways. Inspired 

Other key players: Texas Attorney General Secretary of the Commonwealth Leigh 

by the widely criticized so-called audit 

Ken Paxton, a Republican, and Harris 

Chapman, a Democrat 

of Arizona’s election results, Assembly 

County Judge Lina Hidalgo, a Democrat

Other key players: Pennsylvania Senate NO

YES

Speaker Robin Vos announced that he 

Can they steal it?  

9/10

President Pro Tempore Jake Corman, a 

would hire an investigator with taxpayer 

Republican

3/10

In 2020, Texas went solidly for Donald 

dollars to review the 2020 results. Outside NO

YES

Can they steal it?  

Trump, but that didn’t stop the state’s Re-organizations have scrutinized Wisconsin’s 5/10

publican leaders from further restricting results and found no signs of tampering 

Like Michigan, Pennsylvania has a Dem-

the vote. Last summer, GOP lawmakers 

or mischief. Nevertheless, the 136-page 

ocratic governor whose veto power limits 

passed a sweeping law that bans 24-hour 

report echoed points made by fringe far-

the GOP’s ability to pass major voting re-and drive-through voting, two innovations right groups and accused state and local 

strictions. Given this, most of the Keystone adopted during the last presidential elec-election officials of a wide variety of illegal State’s battles over election law are now tion by some large counties to reduce lines activity. “I believe the legislature ought taking place in the courts. The Pennsylva-at polling places. Election officials, further-to take a very hard look at the option of nia Supreme Court heard oral arguments 

more, can no longer send absentee ballot 

decertification of the 2020 Wisconsin presi-in March in a lawsuit that sought to over-applications to all qualified voters. 

dential election,” said retired state Supreme turn the state’s mail-in voting law. While There are already signs that the new 

Court Justice Gableman. 

a ruling may not come in time for the 

hurdles are having an impact. In the 2020 

Wisconsin Assembly Majority Leader 

2022 midterms, it will certainly arrive be-election, officials rejected fewer than 1 per-Jim Steineke, a Republican, denounced 

fore the 2024 presidential election. 

cent of absentee ballots across the state. 

the report. “I will not be part of any effort, Another important legal battle in Penn-During the first round of the 2022 primaries, and will do everything possible to stop 

sylvania revolves around redistricting—

in March, that number jumped as high 

any effort, to put politicians in charge of and an extraordinary legal theory that 

as 30 percent in the state’s most popu-

deciding who wins or loses elections,” he could have major implications for 2024. 

lous counties. More than 15,000 ballots 

said. Whether other GOP legislators in 

In February, two Republican congressional were excluded—a small figure compared 

the Badger State will accept the results 

candidates asked the U.S. Supreme Court to to previous elections, but potentially sig-in 2024 if Biden wins again, however, is 

block a new congressional map approved 

nificant, because absentee voters tend to far from certain. 

by the Pennsylvania Supreme Court. They 

vote Democratic. 

Matt Ford  is a staff writer at  The New Republic . 

Features 

39

[image: Image 62]

DEMOCRACY IN PERIL

THINK ABOUT IT

If Trump Wins ... 

By Grace Segers and Daniel Strauss

THE MOST PRESSING and basic  U.S. withdrawals from nato and security  and have Congress ratify that change. It political question confronting our 

agreements with Japan and South Korea for was kind of the strategy that Trump tried country right now is probably this 

starters. Withdrawal from the World Trade in 2020 but was unsuccessful. If there’s a simple one: What if Donald Trump 

Organization would also happen. There 

Republican majority in the House of Rep-

wins the election in 2024? Either by fair would also be a wholesale purge of civil ser-resentatives, and Kevin McCarthy is called means or foul, what if he ends up again in vants in national security bureaucracies—

upon to accept fraudulent election results, the White House? What will happen in this essentially what happened at the State 

I’m not sure what he would do. 

country? We asked a number of people from Department under Pompeo, but on steroids. 

both parties and across different disciplines Trump’s political appointments—assum-Rep. Adam Kinzinger

to tell us what we might expect. 

ing GOP control of the Senate and continued R-Illinois

GOP subservience to Trump—would make 

If [Trump] wins legitimately, in theory, that’s Sen. Cory Booker

his subpar first-term appointees look like democracy in action. The thing that would D-New Jersey

a team of George Kennans in contrast. 

be concerning to me is, obviously, last time I’m concerned about all the steps that are be-he came in with not a real understanding 

ing taken that are removing the safeguards Norm Eisen

of how government works and how to use 

that we had in the last election. And so what Senior fellow at the Brookings 

it to your advantage, and now he does. He my worry is, is that the election comes and Institution and executive chair of the came in and hired non-loyalists, and now 

States United Democracy Center

because of those anti-democratic changes 

he will [hire loyalists]. But on the broader or those voting rights changes, that we have I believe that if the bipartisan, voter-led, question of democracy, my biggest concern real disagreements … that we end up having pro-democracy coalition that saved us in 

is … more about the second people lose faith politicians making the decisions as opposed 2020 comes together again, that worst-case in their vote. That’s when democracy fails. 

to people that are really independent…. It’s scenario can and will be avoided…. State 

That’s the only thing that has to work—you just the fragility of our democracy now, 

officials had a critical part to play in that, have to know that you’re gonna vote and 

because a lot of the states whose leadership since elections are national events that are that your vote is going to count. And the is denying that the last election has been resolved at the states, and we’re going to outcome doesn’t matter for democracy. 

fair and denying that Joe Biden is president, need all of them to do that again and to work What matters is that you know that works. 

these folks are now trying to take measures even harder. But we do have a model for 

And that’s why I’m so angry at what Trump that, should the same events happen next 

doing that, and I do think it can work again. 

has done. He’s convinced half the country time, they’re there to try to strip the rightful If we all work hard together, it can happen. 

that democracy doesn’t work for them. 

winner of office because they just want it to be Donald Trump, no matter what. 

Rick Hasen

Sanford Levinson

Law professor at University of 

Professor at the University of Texas 

Daniel Drezner

California, Irvine

School of Law

Professor at the Fletcher School at 

The worst-case scenario is that we don’t 

He will become president again because 

Tufts University

have a fair election—that Donald Trump or of the Electoral College. I don’t think that CHRIS

It took Trump almost all of his four years someone following Donald Trump’s play-anybody seriously believes that he could 

T

to figure out just how some of the levers book does something that is going to lead win a national popular vote election, simply  OP

HER

of government worked. By the end, how-

to some kind of situation where the loser because he would lose by many millions 

AL

ever, he had begun to realize the power 

is declared the winner of the election…. 

of votes in California and New York for  UKA of personnel moves and executive action, 

That would mean the end of American 

starters, and even if he would take all of   B

ERR

particularly in foreign policy. So if Trump democracy, at least for a time…. I think the the small states … he would still be losing Y/

wins in 2024, I would anticipate that he 

most likely thing is some kind of legalistic by millions of votes. He won in 2016 only  REUTER

would pursue his foreign policy vision in an argument that could try to have a state 

because of the Electoral College. He came S

unconstrained manner. This would include 

legislature overturn the election results close in 2020 only because of the Electoral 40
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College, and he would win in 2024 only 

disorganized. The January 6 insurrection, collapse of the Republican Party. Our 

because of the Electoral College…. The 

they’ve got him dead to rights in terms of system’s designed so that major parties 

saving grace of Donald Trump is his in-

the criminal intent. He had direct criminal should be the circuit breaker, and Repub-competence. What we should really fear is a intent to overthrow the election and to 

licans never pull the circuit breaker. 

competent Trumpista, and there are some 

blow up and rip up democracy. But he’s 

waiting in the wings who would cheer, at 

so woefully disorganized that he couldn’t Rep. Bennie Thompson

least privately, if Donald Trump died to-

get it done, he couldn’t pull it off. But what D-Mississippi

morrow…. A Republican ascendance would 

about next time? What if they’re more or-

Given what I’ve seen so far with the [Jan-mean even fuller capture of the federal 

ganized next time? What if they’ve figured uary 6] committee, and the fact that there judiciary than there is now…. And so if you out a way with all these voter restrictions was an absolute disregard for policy, proce-have a unified Republican government, 

to really curb the Black and brown people dures, rules, it will be an absolute travesty then you have to be terrified at what legis-who want to vote? They tell them “well, too for this country. And the democracy that 

lation they would be able to pass. 

bad,” there’s one voting booth in your dis-we’ve all come to love and appreciate would trict for 10,000 people, and the whites can just be in shambles. 

Heather Cox Richardson

have one voting booth for every 600 people. 

Historian and professor at Boston 

Mary L. Trump

College

Michael Steele

Author of  Too Much and Never Enough

If Trump, or someone like him, wins elec-

Former Republican National 

In some ways, a second term will be much 

tion in 2024, I would expect to see the end Committee chairman

like his first term—a systematic attempt to of American democracy. If that sounds 

Well, first off, just to be clear, Donald undo the policy achievements of his pre-apocalyptic, it’s worth remembering that 

Trump’s name shouldn’t be on a ballot for decessor. It is the differences between the we have had just such a scenario in the 

anything, period. And to an extent that it is first and the not-improbable second term 

United States before, in the American South and he should win, it would be cataclysmic. 

that should concern us even more. Over 

between 1880 and 1965. In those decades, 

People need to fundamentally understand 

the last six years, Republican leadership although there were always elections, state it’s not even a question of appreciating it has been presented with many off-ramps 

legislatures had rigged the electoral system anymore, you just know this as fact that if away from Donald and taken none of 

so that white Democrats would always win. 

Donald Trump wins reelection, his four 

them—there’s every reason to believe that Essentially, the region was a one-party state years would be consumed with revenge. 

Republicans in Congress will have moved 

that had abandoned the rule of law…. It was His four years would be consumed with 

even further to the right. If Donald regains the realization that the United States had validating his lie. His four years would be the Oval Office, that would mean, once 

abandoned the rule of law that inspired law-consumed with retribution against those 

again, that the justice system failed to hold makers to protect democracy in the 1950s 

who, in his view, wronged him, and [he] 

him accountable. This will embolden him 

and the 1960s through a series of civil rights would then corrupt the instruments of pow-to an unprecedented degree. And while 

acts and the 1965 Voting Rights Act. Now, er in Washington, from Congress—because 

Donald signs off on every authoritarian, 

by rolling those protections back, Republi-he’d have a compliant, complicit House and anti-democratic policy the Republicans in can-dominated legislatures are threatening Senate Republicans who would do every 

Congress try to enact,  he will focus on griev-to re-create that one-party system, but 

bidding that he put in front of them—and 

ance and, above all, vengeance. If you think this time, the demographic skewing of our then corrupt the various institutions that his first four years were bad, buckle up. 

Electoral College means those states can 

would be required to execute his revenge, install a president. The one-party system which would include the Department of 

Maya Wiley

of the early–twentieth-century South will Justice, etc. So I think we just need to be Incoming president of the Leadership 

become national. I don’t think enough 

clear about what this means. A megaloma-

Conference, civil rights lawyer, and 

msnbc analyst

people realize how bad it will be. 

niac operates from one position and one 

position only: himself. 

We know that Donald Trump told outright 

Anthony Scaramucci

lies in his first term, spread and support-Former Trump White House 

Stuart Stevens

ed disinformation, and used the organs 

communications director

Republican consultant

of government to feed his own interests. 

To me, I think we are in the same state 

I think it’ll be the last presidential race Extremism and hate became its own  

that we were in, frankly, in the late 1930s. 

that we have that resembles anything in 

pandemic under Trump’s self-indulgent 

But the bad guys have won a few rounds 

our lifetime. But I’m not really sure [of] 

prodding. And authoritarian leaders find 

here. Charles Lindbergh, Father Coughlin, the difference between Donald Trump and 

him a friendly ally. Why would we expect 

Huey Long, the America First movement, 

[Florida Governor Ron] DeSantis. Some 

another four-year dose of the snake oil he and Joseph P. Kennedy—these sort of rac-make the case that DeSantis would be 

peddles to be any less poisonous? I can 

ist and radical fringe people didn’t win. 

worse, because he has all of Trump’s lack only assume a reelection would make him 

Franklin Roosevelt won…. I mean Trump’s 

of any democratic principles, but he’s more even more deadly to our democracy. 

shortcomings, there are many, but one 

slickly packaged, and probably smarter. 

Grace Segers  and Daniel Strauss  are staff of them that’s glaring is that he’s very 

All of this is an outgrowth of the complete writers at  The New Republic . 
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DEMOCRACY IN PERIL

THE WORK AHEAD

Will the Press Do Its Job? 

By Michael Tomasky

LAST DECEMBER,   The Washington Post’s Dana Milbank  When we think about our democracy, we have to think about wrote a chilling column. He asked a data analytics firm to the press. The First Amendment comes first for a reason. James do a “sentiment analysis” of the press coverage received Madison’s original proposed wording went: “The people shall by President Joe Biden in the first 11 months of 2021 as not be deprived or abridged of their right to speak, to write, or compared to that received by President Donald Trump in the to publish their sentiments; and the freedom of the press, as one previous year. The firm looked through some 200,000 articles of the great bulwarks of liberty, shall be inviolable.” In his mind  “FREED

across 65 media outlets. Its algorithm weighted certain adjectives and the Founders’ generally, the role of a free press as a guarantor based on where they were placed in a news story. 

of liberty and democracy was clear. 

OM

Result? After an initial honeymoon, Biden received cover-So the press must have the right of the freedom to publish   OF THE

age about equal to—and sometimes worse than—that accorded material that discomfits those in power. But it also has a re-  P

Trump. “Think about that,” Milbank wrote. In 2020, Trump was sponsibility: to uphold the best values upon which this country  RESS

presiding over a historic pandemic; the economy was crashing; purports to rest. When it gives Trump an easier time than it does  ” BY

tens of thousands were dying; and he was telling people to inject Biden, is it doing that? 

JIMMY

bleach. On the campaign trail, he attacked voting rights and This question is not about liberal versus conservative, or   MAR

democracy, endorsed conspiracy theories, and said he wouldn’t Democratic versus Republican. It’s about democracy versus anti-  GULIE

accept the election’s results if he lost. In 2021, starting in the sum-democracy. The press, Milbank wrote, must be partisans—not for mer, Biden definitely ran into political problems: inflation, the a politician or party, but for an idea—“partisans for democracy.”  S/POLITICAL

delta and omicron variants, his own Centers for Disease Control He continued: “The country is in an existential struggle between and Prevention, Joe Manchin. But he did not serially lie about a self-governance and an authoritarian alternative. And we in the  CAR

nonexistent “deep state” conspiracy against him or levy regular news media, collectively, have given equal, if not slightly more  TO

attacks on the institutions of our democracy. 

favorable, treatment to the authoritarians.” 

ONS

And yet, Trump got coverage as good as or better than Biden We in the political media now—that is, the honest political  .COM

got once his approval numbers started to fall. 

media; the right-authoritarian media is another problem—must 42
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ask whether we can be partisans for democracy. Doing so will paper’s national editor and before that an aggressive reporter require shedding some long-held assumptions about objective on money in politics, will oversee the team. In an interview, she journalism. But if we’re going to play a part in saving democracy, explained how the beat will be set up, and it sounds promising. 

we have no choice. 

There will be two editors and six reporters initially—at least three based in Washington, and the rest spread out around the country, I REMEMBER THAT in the 1990s, when polarization was  in Georgia, Arizona, and the Upper Midwest. She said they’ll be first strangling our political culture, the standard reflex reporting on the “actual mechanics” of the vote in those places, was to blame both sides. Indeed, “both-sidesism” became election administration, and voters’ eroding trust in the system. 

a term of scorn among some liberal commentators, as we That sounds good. But if all this reporting and editing just watched Newt Gingrich toss grenade after grenade into the civic ends up pulling its punches in the name of “objectivity,” the  Post bloodstream and a few Democrats try to respond wanly in kind, won’t be acting as a partisan for democracy. Gold vows: “We go and then had to endure reading the media panjandrums of the day, where the facts take us. We do not shy away from where the story like David S. Broder, sniffing that both sides were equally guilty. 

goes.” She points to the fact that the paper “was very direct in The key word there, of course, is equally. Obviously, Democrats saying, for example, that the former president was lying about and liberals helped contribute to polarization. They’re politicians, election fraud.” 

not saints. But anyone who couldn’t concede that Gingrich, Tom That’s true, it was. One shouldn’t doubt the paper’s admirable DeLay, and Karl Rove were driving that bus, or that the Repub-intentions here—a dedicated head count of eight people is a major lican Party was moving far more aggressively to the right than commitment and expense, even for a large newspaper.  The New the Democrats were to the left, was in denial—committed to an York Times, in contrast, has not announced any specific commit-ideology of avowed centrism that is every bit as ideological as ments to a democracy beat. (Executive editor Dean Baquet declined anything you’ll find on the “extremes.” 

to be interviewed for this article.) But the question still looms Reality eventually discredited this posture. Not that a whole as to whether the mainstream American media can not only call a lot of people still don’t hold this view. They do. And straight news lie a lie, but whether it will be willing to do so day after relentless organizations like, say, the Associated Press have struggled with day, as the attacks on democracy mount and multiply, or whether how to report on a Washington in which one side repeatedly says it will feel compelled, in the name of “fairness,” to back off, bal-that tax cuts pay for themselves or that Saddam Hussein was ance things out, present the “other side” in a debate (democracy behind 9/11 and was a threat to attack the United States. But as versus anti-democracy) in which there is no legitimate other side. 

the years passed—the Bush years, the Obama years—more and Margaret Sullivan, the  Post’s media columnist, argued to me more people started to acknowledge the truth of the situation: One that this is the real challenge, not just for her paper’s team, which side was hewing roughly to the facts, allowing for the standard she applauds, but for the mainstream press generally. “The topic politician’s penchant for presenting truth in the most self-serving hasn’t been given the centrality it deserves,” Sullivan told me. 

light possible, while the other side was mocking what it derisively 

“So that is what I would like to see … to center it and to try to get called the “reality-based community” and “just asking questions” 

across to people that this is not just like some other random story about whether Barack Obama was an American citizen. 

that we cover, but it is an existential threat.” 

That was the situation through 2015. Then came Trump. Now One of the ways to do that, she suggested, is to find a way to label the right wasn’t merely operating from its own set of “facts.” 

the coverage—package it in a way that shows plainly to readers Now, under Trump’s direction, given his habit of telling whatever that this is different from the usual news diet, more important. She lie was necessary in the moment and his psychological need to pointed to the example of  The Boston Globe putting its coverage of crush people, those facts were handed a new context, placed in child abuse in the Roman Catholic Church under the “Spotlight” 

service of a new goal—not just to defeat liberalism within the rubric. “I think that can help focus things,” she said. “And I think existing democratic rules, but to obliterate it. And to obliterate it can also kind of give a reason to do stories that don’t have an it, the breaking of the existing democratic rules would have to be immediate, intense breaking news aspect.” 

tolerated. Not just tolerated, but embraced. Trump unleashed that That last point is vital. Some assaults on democracy are “news” 

part of the right-wing id that never had much use for democracy in the traditional sense—January 6, obviously, or the passage of anyway—that saw American democracy as having abandoned its a voter-suppression law in a state. But others aren’t big news. A economic interests and, far less defensibly, felt (and feels) deeply random remark by Trump or Kevin McCarthy may be on its face threatened by the idea of a multiracial democracy in particular. 

a small thing. But its implications might be enormous. Reporters This is what so many media organizations failed to see clear-and especially editors will have to recalibrate their ideas of what ly, right up until January 6, 2021. Well, what’s past is past. The counts as news. 

question is, now that January 6 has happened—now that we have When we give and get awards, the political press likes to con-seen a sitting president try to orchestrate a coup d’état on his own gratulate itself on being the guardian of democracy. For decades, behalf—what is the press prepared to do about it? 

those were mostly feel-good words that weren’t really being put to the test. In these next two years, they will be. There were times THERE IS SOME GOOD NEWS emanating from Milbank’s  in our country’s history when it could be argued that balance was own  Washington Post, which announced in February more important than truth, which after all was open to interpre-that it was creating a team to cover, thoroughly and tation. This is not one of those times. 

systematically, the democracy beat. Matea Gold, the Michael Tomasky  is the editor of  The New Republic . 
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IN SUM, WE’RE IN TROUBLE

Exclusive: TNR’s Democracy Poll

IN ONE WAY OR ANOTHER,  the scholars and journalists in these pages all study the state of The polling firm Hart Research 

democracy here or abroad. It is their work to diagnose and prognosticate, to analyze and warn. 

Associates surveyed a representative 

sample of 1,003 registered voters 

And to them, the situation is plain: Our system of government is crumbling. Around the nationwide—including 449 Democrats  

world, autocracy looms. The tasks ahead could not be more urgent. But what do people think and 469 Republicans—between  

who are not necessarily glued to the news, whose jobs do not require them to track, in detail, March 4 and March 7, 2022. 

every grotesque new contrivance of the Republican Party, every vain counter by the Democrats? 

The complete results will be available 

How worried are  they? The answers, we found, are not always predictable. Rank-and-file April 14 at newrepublic.com/magazine

Republicans may hold less anti-democratic views than many of their elected representatives. 

At the same time, there is work to do in persuading the Democratic base about where the threats really lie. Read on for a deeper picture of the views of our friends, our neighbors, our DEMOCRATIC RESULTS IN BLUE     

political foes—the ordinary people in whose hands the fate of our nation ultimately rests. 

REPUBLICAN RESULTS IN RED

As you know, our federal political system and institutions As you know, the U.S. Senate consists of two senators from are determined by the Constitution. Which of these each state. This gives Wyoming and Vermont, each with best describes your feelings about how that system is around 600,000 people, the same number of votes as working today? 

California or Texas, which have tens of millions of people. 

Do you think this system is good because it gives a voice to Complete overhaul/major changes 48 

44

small states, or is bad because it violates the principle of one person/one vote? 

Minor changes/working well 52 

56

System is good—gives a voice to small states 59 

72

Which of the following comes closest to describing System is bad—violates the principle of 

41 

28 

what democracy means to you? 

one person/one vote

Individual rights and liberties are protected 28 

47

Some people have suggested that the United States Decisions are made by a majority of citizens 39 

22

should split into two countries, one that is more The same laws apply to everyone 29 

26

conservative or “red” and one that is more progressive or “blue.”  Do you favor or oppose this idea of dividing None of these 4 

5

the United States into two countries? 

Strongly favor 

6 

7

If the Democratic nominee is declared the winner of the next presidential election, do you think the Republicans Somewhat favor 

10 

12

will accept that result or work to overturn it? 

Somewhat oppose 

16 

16

Republicans will accept the result 

30 

67

Strongly oppose 

68 

65

Republicans will work to overturn the result 70 

33

If the United States did split into two countries, would If the Republican nominee is declared the winner of the you prefer to live in the more conservative or “red” country next presidential election, do you think the Democrats or the more progressive or “blue” country? 

will accept that result or work to overturn it? 

Prefer conservative/Red America 

15 

89

Democrats will accept the result 

88 

21

Prefer progressive/Blue America 

85 

11

Democrats will work to overturn the result 12 

79

Thinking about the people who forced their way into Looking forward to the next 10 or 20 years, the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, would you say do you feel more confident or more worried about that was more of an insurrection against the United States the future of democracy in America? 

or more of an act of patriotism? 

Confident 

36 

25

Insurrection 

88 

43

Worried 

64 

75

Act of patriotism 

12 

57

44
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DEMOCRACY IN PERIL

For each of the following, please indicate whether or not you feel this is a serious threat to democracy in America. 

The influence of big money  

New election laws giving state 

Donald Trump’s efforts to overturn 

in elections

legislatures more power to 

the result of the 2020 election

determine the winner of the 

Serious threat 

82 

77

presidential election in their state

Serious threat 

84 

19

Not a threat 

18 

23

Serious threat 

73 

51

Not a threat 

16 

81

Not a threat 

27 

49

The possibility of political violence 

Filibusters in the U.S. Senate 

preventing passage of legislation 

Serious threat 

81 

61

The growing strength of white 

nationalist groups

Serious threat 

63 

39

Not a threat 

19 

39

Serious threat 

82 

38

Not a threat 

37 

61

Increasing economic power of  

Not a threat 

18 

62

the very wealthy

Republicans making it harder  

for people to vote 

Serious threat 

81 

58

Democrats committing  

election fraud

Serious threat 

85 

16

Not a threat 

19 

42

Serious threat 

34 

84

Not a threat 

15 

84

Not a threat 

66 

16

Government mandates on 

vaccination and mask-wearing

Serious threat 

20 

60

Not a threat 

80 

40

Below are different proposals regarding democracy in America today. For each one, please indicate whether you think this proposal would strengthen or weaken democracy. 

Improving border security and 

Electing as president the person who 

Making Washington, D.C., a state  

restricting illegal immigration

receives the most votes nationally, 

with representation in the  

rather than who wins a majority in the U.S. House and Senate

Strengthen democracy 

61 

93

Electoral College

Strengthen democracy 

76 

29

Weaken democracy 

39 

7

Strengthen democracy 

84 

48

Weaken democracy 

24 

71

Weaken democracy 

16 

52

Limiting the number of years a  

U.S. Supreme Court justice could 

Increasing the number of justices  

serve on the court rather than having 

Making Puerto Rico a state, with 

on the Supreme Court

a lifetime appointment

representation in the U.S. House  

and Senate

Strengthen democracy 

72 

30

Strengthen democracy 

75 

59

Strengthen democracy 

83 

36

Weaken democracy 

28 

70

Weaken democracy 

25 

41

Weaken democracy 

17 

64

State legislation reducing absentee 

voting and limiting early voting times Eliminating the filibuster in the  

U.S. Senate, so that it takes a simple Strengthen democracy 

24 

64

majority of 51 votes to pass legislation Weaken democracy 

76 

36

Strengthen democracy 

76 

39

Weaken democracy 

24 

61
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or the fabric mills of Lowell, Massachusetts. 

When he later speculated about the pros-

The  

pects of industrialization and vast wealth for American democracy, his observations 

were drawn from a subsequent visit to 

Manchester, England. 

Promise of 

In  The Man Who Understood Democra-

 cy, Olivier Zunz offers many details like these, and wastes none of them. This biography gives us, often with just a few telling American 

strokes, the ambitious but depressive young aristocrat whose extended family had gone en masse to the guillotine, the Romantic 

literary self-creator who labored to give his Life

sentences an air of declamatory simplicity or give a single example the weight of revealed truth, and the liberal politician who spent his best years trying to keep both 

Did Tocqueville offer fundamental 

royalist reaction and socialist revolution truths about democracy—or an 

at bay (although he was often suspected 

of sympathy with the first, never with 

evasion of it? 

the second). While Zunz clearly admires 

Tocque ville, he does not shy away from his subject’s impassioned imperialism, which 

went as far as endorsing scorched-earth 

warfare in Algeria: Tocqueville believed 

that colonizing North Africa would shore 

up French power and create a bracing sense of national mission, and he disappointed 

By Jedediah Britton-Purdy

his liberal friends abroad, such as John Stuart Mill, by embracing the cause of France DURING HIS NINE MONTHS in the United of the Republic of Texas, who had recently without hesitation. 

States, in 1831 and 1832, the 26-year-old slipped out of his marriage and the gover-The real scaffolding of the biography, 

Alexis de Tocqueville encountered an al-

norship of Tennessee to return to his earlier for all its telling vignettes and historical most cinematic cross-section of the country. 

life among the Cherokee, who called him 

context, is Tocqueville’s thought, above 

He dined twice with the patrician former 

“the Raven.” Houston lectured the young 

all   Democracy in America. What was it president and then congressman John 

Frenchmen on the continent’s indigenous 

that Tocqueville understood about de-

Quincy Adams, once in Boston and once 

tribes, whom he professed to respect deep-mocracy? A great deal of Tocqueville’s 

in Washington. He met with Adams’s nem-

ly. He was, at that time, riding to Congress interpretation of the United States as a 

esis, the populist oligarch Andrew Jackson, to advocate for Native Americans. 

prophecy of democratic life was a fabric 

then in the White House, although he got 

But if Tocqueville seemed picked out 

woven from conversations with the eru-

little from Jackson besides chitchat and a by fortune to see the United States whole, dite lawyers and aristocratic politicians glass of Madeira. He saw the Choctaw being he also missed great swaths of what was in whom he sought out and trusted, his wor-driven west from their ancestral lands in front of him. Attending society balls and ries about the tumultuous politics of his the first episode of the Trail of Tears, wit-flirting with the young women who per-

home country, and his intuitive brilliance nessed the brutal caning of a Black man 

suaded him that democratic femininity 

as a political psychologist. As his contem-at a social gathering in Baltimore, and ob-was both free and virtuous, he missed the porary Sainte-Beuve remarked, he began 

served with a novelist’s eye the nursery 

Great Awakening, the wildfire of Protes-

to think before he knew anything, and 

school racial consciousness of a plantation tant religious passion that was sweeping 

his early thought set the mold for a short owner’s already imperious young daugh-through New York even as he made his 

and incandescently intense life’s work as ter, tended by an enslaved woman and a 

way along the Mohawk Valley. Listening to a politician and intellectual. 

Native American. 

upper-class informants, he concluded that Tocqueville’s travels with his friend Gus-American religion tended to be pragmat-

BORN IN 1805, Tocqueville grew up 

tave de Beaumont, memorialized in the 

ic and tolerant, and that this must be the around the memory of the Terror. His 

two volumes of  Democracy in America, tendency of democratic faith in general. 

grandparents, an aunt and uncle, and his 

can seem touched by a kind of fate. On the Moving among the country’s capitalists 

great-grandfather were beheaded in 1794, 

Western frontier, not long after observing and elite professionals, he observed aband Tocqueville’s parents, who had awaited the Choctaw dispossession, the two were 

stractly the energy and churn of the young the guillotine in the same prison, survived approached by a rider on a splendid stal-country, but formed no image of the great only because Robespierre fell and the exe-lion. It was Sam Houston, future president mercantile docks of New York and Boston 

cutions stopped. Despite his family’s wealth Books & the Arts 
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and connections, he always felt politically precarious, and, in turbulent decades of 

dynastic struggle, he often was. Tocque-

ville was an aristocrat who presumed—

with plenty of reason—that aristocracy 

was being swept away, and he suspected 

he had been born into a world with no 

place for him. 

All of these reasons led him to America. 

A bloody factional fight and insurrection switched out the Bourbon King Charles X, 

whose regime had patronized Tocque-

ville’s family, in favor of his grandson Louis Philippe, and although Tocqueville reluctantly swore loyalty to the new regime, he saw his career blocked and greater dangers lurking. He wanted to get out of the country, and to make his name on his own terms. 

He and Beaumont proposed a self-funded 

research trip to examine American peniten-tiaries, and the Interior Ministry approved. 

Although the two did visit American pris-

ons and meet with reformers, Tocqueville’s real goal was to see, in democratic America, the future of Europe. The idea that the new world’s rapid political development 

foretold that of the old countries was conventional, but Tocqueville gave it vivid and penetrating expression. 

His fears shaped his thinking. In the first volume of  Democracy in America, he warned that taking popular sovereignty literally would invite “the tyranny of the majority,” 

the kind of official violence and repres-

sion that had shattered his family during the Terror. With no theoretical limit on the He believed that democratic politics 

of men, alike and equal, constantly circling power of the people, and with the brakes 

tended to fail because official liberty of around in pursuit of the petty and banal 

of local institutions and counterpower 

thought—free speech and so forth—did 

pleasures with which they glut their souls. 

of aristocracy gone, whatever passions that not produce real freedom, as naïve liber-Each one of them, withdrawn into himself, lit up the masses could rapidly occupy the als hoped, but a new form of conformism 

is almost unaware of the fate of the rest. As state and call themselves justice. In par-and clannishness. Tocqueville judged that for the rest of his fellow citizens, they are ticular, he believed that the appetite for Americans, who were theoretically free to near enough, but he does not notice them. 

equality could easily become consuming 

speak as they wished, showed less indepen-He touches them but feels nothing.” In this resentment against any privilege, a social dence of mind and freedom of discussion 

condition, democrats would happily accept leveling with no stopping place. 

than the people of any other country he 

“a network of petty, complicated rules” ad-In his second volume, he turned to a sub-

knew of: The quiet self-certainty of fellow ministered by “schoolmasters.” Tocqueville tler anxiety. After a crisis of faith in his youth, citizens stifled dissent with a reach and called this enervated condition democratic Tocqueville struggled with religious doubt power that a censor’s office could only envy. 

despotism, the soft, passive twin of majorall his life. He believed that religion was the In a democracy, he judged, “tyranny … 

ity tyranny. Democracy might come with 

natural state of human beings, and that 

leaves the body alone and goes straight for an executioner’s blade or with soothing 

doubt, once it got its hooks in, could turn the soul.” A dissenter feared that he would tones, and either way it could obliterate to nihilism. A society of equals, he believed, be shunned as “an impure being” and aban-people like Alexis de Tocqueville. 

might also be a society without convic-

doned even by his friends. Democracies 

Tocqueville interpreted American democ- 

tion. Equality, for him, was what remained drifted or lurched into effusions of radical racy as a possible remedy for his anxiety. 

after the disappearance of aristocracy, 

energy or the doldrums of modest, anxious Religion and constitutional culture kept the inherited social roles, and traditional kinds ambition and anxious, middling views. 

tyranny of the majority at bay: Americans of authority. It left individuals and their In times without great principles or 

respected rights and believed in limited 

families more responsible for their own 

goals, people might turn inward, looking 

government too strongly for leveling cam-

destinies, and also more isolated, more 

after their own material interests, and enter paigns. Civic engagement conferred some 

likely to feel overwhelmed and bewildered. 

a kind of solitary confinement: “a multitude immunity to democratic despotism: As he 

48

May 2022

portrayed them, Americans might not be Whereas Tocqueville pictured 

idealistic, but they believed their own interests were wrapped up in the success of a quiet moral consensus 

public and civic institutions. For self-regarding reasons, they did not become en-

tirely self-involved. 

stabilizing politics, our politics 

In America, he came to believe, the idea 

of popular sovereignty—the people ruling 

fosters warring cultures 

themselves as equals—was a myth. De-

mocracy in that sense was impossible to 

of mutual contempt and fear. 

achieve, and trying, as some revolution-

aries had done, was dangerous. Tocqueville moved thinking about democracy from 

political to sociological ground. He defined democracy not as a mode of collective rule, but as a social situation: what he called 

“equality of conditions.” American democ-

mean a new golden age of peace and virtue, Tocqueville invited readers to join him in racy succeeded, as far as it did, because as some of its giddier supporters imagined, thinking aristocratically about their democ-talk of popular sovereignty was the dress-nor the end of the world, as the Terror must racy, standing apart from it in their minds, ing for much more substantial sources of 

have seemed to Tocqueville’s own fami-

translating its phrases about equality 

order. These included a political culture ly, then the themes of political life would and popular sovereignty into something 

that gave individual rights a central place, have to be rethought for a new kind of life. 

more subtle and esoteric. This was a Hercule-a Christian religious inheritance that con-His analyses of the tyranny of the majori-an interpretive task, in which he persuaded ferred a shared moral sensibility, and a web ty, democratic despotism, constitutional 

others to see their world as he struggled to of institutions, such as local government ideology, and civic participation were all see it—as a world with room for Tocque-and voluntary organizations, that gave 

contributions to this rethinking, updates of villes. It was also, fairly straightforwardly, people practical experience in managing 

the very old themes of liberty and tyranny, an extension of the perspective of people their own affairs. 

order and disorder, conflict and harmony, like him, whom he sought out and listened for a world of people who believed fiercely to wherever he went. His American in-DID TOCQUEVILLE OFFER deep truths 

in their own equality. 

formants were elites, often from leading 

about democracy or an evasion of it? Both. 

To say that democracy depends on culture 

professions and old families, who were 

As for insight, he saw that there is nothing is close to a truism, though an important finding their footing amid Jacksonian pop-magical about counting votes: For people 

one. Tocqueville believed that it depend-

ulism. Tocqueville was able to speak most to accept one another as their equals and ed on elements of culture that a democrat productively with informants who could 

co-rulers takes a great act of imagination, might regard as positively anti-democratic: converse in French, a powerful screening 

sustained—or undermined—by millions 

an implicit consensus on what govern-

mechanism for class, and surely part of the of small acts in daily life. Democracy was ment should do that prevented serious 

reason he took so much from the erudite 

not just a new mode of government, but a 

questions of distribution or social organi-dynast John Quincy Adams and very little 

new world, which would touch and change 

zation from becoming political contests. 

from the rough-hewn frontier orphan An-

everything within it. People would be-

Tocqueville despised the socialism that 

drew Jackson—let alone from laborers or 

come both more certain of their individual burst into French politics in the revolu-the indigenous or enslaved people whom 

uniqueness and worth and more like one 

tionary struggles of 1848, which he saw as he saw but did not engage. 

another, more generic, and from the hearth seeking to “overturn … society itself.” Its to the battlefield this new kind of person doctrine that the masses should make a 

ZUNZ TIES TOCQUEVILLE’S legacy to his would do things in new ways. Part of the 

new social order, that the freedom of equals abolitionism, noting that Charles Sumner, pleasure of reading  Democracy in America meant dignified and pleasurable work and 

the abolitionist senator from Massachu-

is the range of its social observation and, the satisfaction of human needs, seemed 

setts, included a discussion of Tocqueville’s indeed, sheer speculation on subjects from to Tocqueville to promise first the tyranny denunciation of the slavery system, as well American manners and marriage (unforced 

of the majority—smashing existing laws, 

as his forecast of national power and conti-and egalitarian in both cases, Tocqueville institutions, and ruling classes—and then nental domination, in a late work,  Prophetic thought) to ambition (intense but seldom 

democratic despotism, making the state 

 Voices Concerning America. 

lofty) to the likely future of democratic 

“not only the director of society but also The use of Tocqueville’s ideas in Ameri-poetry and religion, which he expected 

the master of each individual … his tu-

can politics, however, has been quite morally would become abstract and pantheistic, at tor, his teacher.” Tocqueville believed the mixed. In the foreword to the first U.S. edi-once personalized and generic (spiritual 

Americans had headed off this trajectory 

tion of  Democracy in America, the New York but not religious, anyone?). 

with their localism, their culture of rights, lawyer John Spencer, one of Tocqueville’s Tocqueville saw that, in this changed 

and their constitutionalism. Their lesson major informants and a lifelong correspon-world, politics would remain both essential for sustaining democracy was to take its 

dent thereafter, presented Tocqueville as a and dangerous, but in ways that changed 

promise of equality, as the phrase has it, fatalist about this great national crime: “his with everything else. If democracy did not seriously but not literally. 

remarks on slavery,” Spencer wrote, were 
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“masterly” and “lead to the melancholy he believed that racism was in the cultural More than a century later, in the Cold 

conclusion of the utter impotency of human DNA of the United States. He might not 

War, Tocque ville could seem a wise man 

effort to eradicate this acknowledged evil.” 

have shared Spencer’s and Morgan’s con-

of anti-totalitarian liberalism—a figure 

For Spencer, Tocqueville’s demonstration 

clusions, but they did not misread him. 

chastened by history’s terrors, unillusioned that democracy was rooted in the “man-Tocqueville’s thought was available for 

about utopian promises, and able to help 

ners, habits, and opinions” of a people, 

these purposes in part because he tended 

keep democracy on a narrow but smooth 

more than in their conceits about popular to overlook the ways in which politics had path. As the prominent conservative schol-sovereignty, showed that democracy could 

always shaped culture. When he encoun-

ar Robert Nisbet put it in 1977, American not be extended across the color line, be-tered antebellum American racism, he did 

democrats had learned from Tocqueville 

cause it depended on the organic cultural not see the centuries of laws elaborating that “totalitarianism could be understood norms of the dominant white population. 

and enforcing racial categories, from the best, not as a reversion to a dark past, but Democracy in this account was a political 

“one-drop rule” that formed the color line as a product, however corrupt, of demo-culture of, by, and for white Americans. 

to bans on interracial marriage to criminal cratic modernity.” Tocqueville’s account 

To imagine that it could make the world 

penalties indexed to the race of victim 

of American constitutionalism especially 

afresh for everyone, as Thomas Paine had 

and offender, which had produced the so-

fit these themes. The eighteenth-century 

proposed, was to indulge a dream that no 

cial world in which a plantation owner’s 

Constitution might have its anachronisms, mature person should take seriously. 

toddler could see race as readily as she 

such as the Electoral College, but it was In 1899, a new, lavishly illustrated edi-saw weather. Looking at the Constitution, the repository of wisdom about the value 

tion of  Democracy in America appeared he saw its roots in English ideas of rights of limited government. Even more, it was 

from the Colonial Press of New York. It 

and admired its drafters’ efforts to slow the touchstone of a common culture, the 

featured an introduction from Senator 

down politics by dividing power among 

text of a civic faith. 

John Morgan of Alabama, who had been 

three branches. He slid over the fact that a Confederate general. Morgan drew on 

the Constitution was, on its own terms, a THE WORLD THAT elevated Tocqueville Tocque ville’s emphasis on norms to explain product of popular sovereignty, an act of in these terms is very far away now. The 

that the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fif-

self-making by “We the People” that, by 

Constitution he praised for making de-

teenth Amendments to the Constitution, 

its very existence, implied that other such mocracy work by putting it in its place 

abolishing slavery and establishing legal acts might be possible. 

has fostered a minority-rule party that can equality after the Civil War, would have 

He did not listen to anyone like James 

hold national power thanks to the anti- 

to fail. Intended as the kind of abstract, Wilson, the framer and scholarly lawyer 

majoritarian anachronisms of the Electoral ideological revolution that Tocqueville 

who held firmly that living generations 

College and the Senate. Whereas Tocque-

mistrusted, they would instead be qui-

must have the power to change their 

ville pictured a quiet moral consensus 

etly vetoed by “the unwritten law of the 

fundamental law if they were to consider 

stabilizing politics, our politics fosters natural aversion of the races … in public themselves free. Visiting a country buf-warring cultures of mutual contempt and 

opinion, which is the vital force in every feted by the Jacksonian insurgency from 

fear. As a prophetic admirer of American 

law in a free government.” Two years later, one that still remembered the Jacobins, 

achievement, he has been wrong-footed 

Alabama joined other Southern states in 

Tocqueville decided instead that popular 

by the twenty-first century. 

adopting “redemption” amendments to its 

sovereignty was a fetish of populists and Maybe Tocqueville’s problem was that 

state constitution, which imposed literacy radicals. The democracy that he described his diagnoses slotted too easily into Amer-tests and poll taxes on voters, effectively after excising actual self-rule was infinitely ican complacency. Our time—which is not 

disenfranchising Black and Populist poor 

interesting, from a sociological and even complacent, whatever its other vices—

white voters and securing Jim Crow. And 

literary point of view, but it was not really might benefit from a fresh encounter with three years after that, the Alabama Dema form of collective power over common 

Tocqueville’s conviction that politics can ocratic Party adopted the slogan “White 

life. Indeed, that was the point. 

drive us mad, and his effort to study it like a Supremacy,” which helpfully appeared on 

psychologist seeking handholds for sanity. 

its ballot line until 1966. 

Tocqueville’s most telling observation, 

 

Tocqueville did not believe in race 

still true, is that so-called democracies in that grotesque nineteenth-century way 

are usually something else. They stabi-

that posited essential differences among 

lize themselves by evading democracy, 

human lineages, but he believed that cul-

building up their own aristocracies, and 

ture determined politics, and that attempts erecting ideological firewalls against pop-The Man Who  

to remake culture by political means were ular sovereignty. Whether that evasion of Understood Democracy 

misbegotten and headed for trouble. He 

democracy is something to be cherished 

by Olivier Zunz

gave comfort to anyone who believed that 

or to be overcome is another question. But Princeton University Press, 

history was fate, that a people could only to see the question in that light is already 472 pp., $35.00

be what it already was, or, at best, could a remarkable gift to receive across nearly hope to change only slowly and organically. 

two centuries. 

His thought was always available to attack whoever thought that the Constitution or 

Jedediah Britton-Purdy  teaches at Columbia Law School and is the author of  Two Cheers national laws could be vehicles to change for Politics: Why Democracy Is Flawed, Scary—

the habits of the heart. In today’s phrase, and Our Best Hope , out in August. 
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OF COURSE, JANUARY 6 was only the 

beginning. Republicans have turned against Struggle for the  democracy, and peddlers of the Big Lie are laying the groundwork for the next coup. 

Experts tell us that a civil war might be Soul of the GOP

around the corner, or that one is already here. After losing the popular vote in seven of the last eight presidential elections, the Is the Republican Party compatible 

GOP is using every tool at its disposal to impose minority rule: gerrymandering, voter with democracy? 

suppression, a hammerlock on the judicia-

ry, a Senate tilted toward small states, and an Electoral College biased in favor of rural America. If Democrats somehow manage to 

eke out a victory at the polls, state boards of elections honeycombed with Trumpists will simply throw out the votes. A second Jim 

Crow will arrive in full force, strangling the country’s dawning multiracial majority. It will be a tragic end for American democracy, but a fitting conclusion for a conservative movement born out of racist backlash and 

overseen by a reactionary elite that never By Timothy Shenk

reconciled itself to popular self-government in the first place. 

At least, that’s the nightmare scenario 

keeping Democrats doom-scrolling late into OMELY

the night and pushing liberal donors to open their wallets. But conservatives have their ANDY

own story to tell. Yes, Republicans have 

B

struggled to win votes for the presidency, TION

but the party has consistently pieced togeth-TRA

er national majorities in House elections, SU

and it appears likely to do so again in the ILL

midterms this year. With centrist pundits fretting over the ascent of right-wing populism, a growing number of conservatives 

have cast themselves as tribunes of the 

people taking on the real ruling class—a 

Blue oligarchy wielding financial and cultural capital to stamp out the last flickers of resistance to its unholy union of woke capital, the deep state, and the mainstream media. If Republicans win a free and fair election, then liberals will write it off as proof that the voters just don’t understand democracy—and as another victory for the 

ghosts of Jefferson Davis and George Wal-

lace in the battle for the soul of America. 

It’s a game of “Choose Your Own Adven-

ture,” except there are only two options, and they both end with democracy in ru-ins. Each vision of the future is shaped 

by a story about the past. Liberal dread 

of a gathering authoritarian revolt is the logical extension of a vision of American politics that centers on a clash between 

)

white supremacy and multiracial democra-

Y (X2T

cy reaching back centuries. Conservatives, TE

G

meanwhile, depict today’s Blue oligarchy 
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websites like ThinkProgress. A presentable Continetti depicts a war between  white guy with glasses and a full head of hair—imagine if Chris Hayes had a Repub-what he calls “conservatives” 

lican cousin—Continetti was an ideal face for the respectable Right in the Obama era, a polite young man who happened to believe 

and “the Right.” Picture 

that fiscal responsibility entailed taking a meat cleaver to the welfare state. While George Will on one side, Steve 

Breit bart News was running a vertical on 

“black crime,” The Washington Free Beacon Bannon on the other. 

was earning praise from liberals for its commitment to breaking news. Continetti poked the establishment to get its attention, not to draw blood. “I don’t listen to talk radio,” 

he told an interviewer. “I listen to NPR.” To as the latest chapter in a history filled with the importance of the conservative elite 

liberals, the signals were clear. He was on liberals using lofty rhetoric—social justice, that historians had just spent the better part the Right, sure, but he wasn’t one of them. 

technocratic efficiency, “the science”—to of two decades legitimizing. And the short And yet he could always be trusted to 

slash American freedoms. 

road from birtherism to the White House 

advance the conservative line with absolute There is, however, one place where the 

suggested that, by trying to take the Right sincerity. His second book,  The Persecution stories converge. Left and Right both agree seriously, earlier research had downplayed of Sarah Palin, offered a prickly defense that what comes next depends on decisions the conservative movement’s radicalism: 

of “an unpredictable and courageous pol-

made by the Republican Party—which is 

too much Chamber of Commerce and  Na-

itician” in the grand American populist 

to say, by the conservative movement. 

 tional Review, not enough Ku Klux Klan tradition. After the Tea Party made its debut, Democrats warn that American democ-and John Birch Society. For academics, the he celebrated the emergence of a grass-racy cannot survive another GOP victory. 

problem was as much a question of ethics as roots movement devoted to “self-reliance, Conservatives, sensing Democratic weak-of scholarship. If Trumpism was the Right’s fidelity, piety, industry, and responsibility.” 

ness, are starting to catch glimpses of a end point, then wasn’t it an act of naïvety—

Continetti’s dreams of a populism fueled by reemerging Republican majority. Each 

maybe even complicity—to pretend there 

entitlement reform had zero space for Occu-has designed a strategy based on its sto-

was more to the story than crude bigotry? 

py Wall Street. “Inequalities of condition are ry of how we got here. Which means that 

Continetti has a different perspective. 

a fact of life,” he lectured as protesters were the future of American democracy could 

A senior fellow at the American Enterprise streaming to Zuccotti Park in 2011. “Some turn on which side better understands the Institute, he is a creature of the conserva-people will always be poorer than others.” 

history of the Right. 

tive establishment.  The Right begins in the If one figure stood for Continetti’s ide-summer of 2003, with his first day on the job al politician, it was Paul Ryan. A decade MATTHEW CONTINETTI’S 500-PAGE 

at  The  Weekly Standard, where he had been older than Continetti, Ryan was another 

chronicle,  The Right, arrives at a tricky mo-hired fresh out of college. He promises an clean-cut veteran of the conservative es-ment for historians of conservatism. After 

“insider’s perspective” on a history nor-

tablishment. Continetti described him as 

languishing in historiographical backwaters mally told at a double remove—by liberals the brains behind the Tea Party and called for most of the last century, studies of the rather than conservatives, and by academ-Ryan’s budget program—including major 

Right became fashionable during the George ics rather than activists. “The conservative reductions in government spending, tax 

W. Bush years, when the conservative 

movement has been for me more than an 

cuts tilted toward the wealthy, and pri-

movement’s success forced an intellectual abstraction,” he writes. “It has been my life.” 

vatization of Medicare—the GOP’s only 

reckoning. Instead of tacitly assuming the If anything, Continetti undersells his 

“ambitious and intellectually coherent poli-inevitability of progress—with “progress” 

case. He entered the pipeline for young 

cy response” to a looming fiscal crisis. (Steve defined as secular, cosmopolitan, and lib-conservative talent while he was still in col-Bannon, who had a very different view of 

eral—historians looked to thinkers and 

lege, when he interned at  National Review. 

what fueled the Tea Party, called Ryan a 

activists they had previously relegated 

And he eventually married the daughter of 

“limp-dick motherfucker who was born in 

to the lunatic fringe. Typically, these ac-Weekly Standard editor Bill Kristol, son a petri dish at the Heritage Foundation.”) counts traced a journey from the margins to of neoconservative intellectuals Irving 

The details of Ryanism were politically 

the center, following a road that led from the Kristol and Gertrude Himmelfarb, mak-toxic, but Continetti didn’t worry about the making of a self-consciously conservative ing Continetti the Tom Wambsgans of the 

polls. “Ideas, even controversial ones, are movement around William F. Buckley Jr.’s 

conservative establishment’s first family. 

not hindrances in politics but boosters,” he National Review in the Eisenhower years to By his wedding day, Continetti had es-wrote. “They propel you to the top.” When Barry Goldwater’s presidential run in 1964 

tablished himself as one of the Right’s rising Ryan looked set to take over as speaker of and then to Ronald Reagan’s election in 

stars. He had published two books and had the House in October 2015, Continetti saw it 1980, closing with the Right’s permanent 

just launched a new outlet, The Washington as a coming-of-age moment for the Right’s takeover of the Republican Party. 

Free Beacon, backed by hedge-fund bil-

next generation. “Liberals are terrified of Then came Donald Trump. His victory in 

lionaire Paul Singer, and designed to serve what these young conservatives might ac-the 2016 GOP primary called into question as a conservative rejoinder to left-leaning complish,” he wrote. “Liberals should be.” 

52

May 2022

On the day Continetti proclaimed the He stepped down from editing the Free 

they didn’t entirely respect or understand, onset of the Ryan Revolution, Donald Trump Beacon and took his post at AEI, a mainstay public intellectuals who wanted academic 

was the clear leader in Republican primary of the conservative establishment that has credibility without ivory tower isolation, polls, pulling in a higher total than Marco provided safe harbor for critics of Trump. 

activists taking donor cash while trying 

Rubio, Ted Cruz, and Jeb Bush combined. 

The move freed up time for him to inves-

to maintain their independence. 

Continetti greeted Trump’s candidacy with tigate where the Right had gone wrong, a 

Continetti’s story begins with a rosy 

equanimity at first. Of course, a reality TV 

problem that began gnawing at him even 

account of life before the New Deal, in his star with a penchant for ludicrous conspira-before Trump’s election. “The triumph of 

telling a time when both the American 

cy theorizing and crude racial demagoguery populism has left conservatism marooned, 

public and its governing elite possessed 

could never win. But a leader from the 

confused, uncertain, depressed, anxious,” 

an innate conservatism. The federal bud-

statesman’s wing of the GOP (maybe even—

he wrote in an agonized essay published 

get was just 3 percent of GDP, and rapid 

swoon—Paul Ryan) could translate Trum-

in October 2016. “We might have to return economic growth eased tensions between 

pian grievance mongering into a populist 

to the beginning to understand where we 

capital and labor. Republicans were the 

platform that would clobber Hillary Clinton have ended up.” 

party of the mainstream, and they reaped 

in the fall. This was a common view in the the electoral rewards, winning three pres-establishment Right, one Continetti shared CONTINETTI HAS RETURNED from his 

idential elections in a row by landslide 

with his old boss at  The Weekly Standard. 

voyage into the past with a history that por-margins and controlling the House and 

“I’m once again drifting into the anti-anti-trays Trumpism as an understandable but 

Senate for the entire decade. Continetti 

Trump camp,” Bill Kristol said at the time, not inevitable destination for the Right. It acknowledges that this conservative Eden 

describing Trump as a welcome challenge 

is, for reasons that we’ll come to shortly, had its share of snakes—a resurgent Ku 

to “the cocktail partiers at Davos.” 

far from a perfect book. But Continetti’s Klux Klan, the Tulsa Massacre—but the 

Like his father-in-law, Continetti lost his experiences have given him a valuable 

abiding impression is of a lost golden age composure when the bubble failed to burst. 

perspective on his subject. And in the ed-whose faults could have been corrected 

“The spectacle made me ill,” he wrote after ucation of Matthew Continetti—his time 

through incremental reform. 

watching Trump dominate a debate mid-

as a boy wonder for the conservative estab-The Great Depression shattered this 

way through primary season. “On screen I 

lishment, the shock of 2016, and his years world, and gave New Dealers the opportu-watched decades of work by conservative 

of semi-exile—there are important lessons nity to make a different one. By the time institutions, activists, and elected officials for the rest of us. 

Harry Truman left the White House in 1953, being lit aflame.” As Continetti fumed, 

The driving force of Continetti’s narrative Democrats had transformed the country, 

the Free Beacon   was paying the private is a war lasting the better part of a century including the elite, which now had a de-research firm Fusion GPS to dig around 

between what he calls “conservatives” and cidedly liberal (though far from radical) in Trump’s background, not knowing that 

“the Right.” Conservatives are the Continet-orientation. But after decades of political Democrats were also on the case. 

tis of yesteryear, institutionalists quoting dominance, FDR’s majority was coming 

Anger gave way to black-pilled accep-

Edmund Burke to explain why staying 

apart. McCarthyism had given conser-

tance for Continetti by the summer. “It’s a credible with the mainstream is essential vatives a populist makeover by linking 

joke. All of it,” he wrote shortly after Trump to moving the cause forward. The Right 

anti-communism to the campaign against 

clinched the nomination. “What disturbs 

stands in for activists at the grassroots, big government. Civil rights activists were me most is the prospect that Donald Trump latter-day Jacksonians willing to burn the pushing debates over racial justice to the is what a very large number of Republican whole system to the ground. Picture George foreground, providing Republicans with 

voters  want.” But he took comfort in the Will on one side, Steve Bannon on the oth-an opportunity to break open the solidly 

impending GOP debacle. “This is self-im-

er. Continetti’s attention is most drawn to Democratic South that had been the base 

molation on an epic scale,” he announced. 

figures who tried to act as peacemakers in of Roosevelt’s coalition. The establishment When it turned out that history had oth-the battle between elites and populists—

was becoming more liberal, discontent 

er plans, Continetti’s allies on the Right members of a conservative establishment 

with the status quo was bubbling, and the dwindled away. Some discovered a new-speaking in the name of a right-wing base GOP was poised to attack a New Deal order found appreciation for Trumpism. Others 

that was already cracking under the weight migrated to the left, or withdrew from pol-of its contradictions. 

 

itics. Over six months in 2018, anti-Trump Here is where the dynamic that powers 

conservatives lost one of their favorite pun-Continetti’s history—the tension between 

dits (Charles Krauthammer, to intestinal 

“conservatives” and “the Right”—locks into The Right: The  

cancer), one of their favorite politicians place. In the 1920s, he notes, conservative Hundred-Year War  

(John McCain, to brain cancer), and one of thinkers typically looked at democracy with for American 

their favorite periodicals ( The Weekly Stan-contempt, while grassroots activists took Conservatism 

 dard, to the whims of a billionaire owner second place to Republican bosses with a 

by Matthew Continetti

who could see where the GOP was heading). 

firm grip on the party machine. Jump for-

Basic Books, 

Paul Ryan left Congress shortly afterward, ward to the 1950s, and the revolt against 496 pp., $32.00

ending the Age of Ryan before it started. 

the liberal establishment had drawn the 

To be part of the mainstream Right now 

intellectuals into politics while strength-meant rejecting key tenets of the movement ening populists in their battle against the that Continetti had built his life around. 
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were joined together by their commitment Conservatives and the Right 

to overthrowing the New Deal, forging a 

marriage of convenience that gave rise to weren’t fighting a war. They were 

the modern conservative movement. 

It was never going to be a blissful union. 

“To live,” Whittaker Chambers told a young partners in a joint venture kept 

William F. Buckley Jr., “is to maneuver.” 

Buckley referred to the line often, and it’s alive by mutual self-interest. 

easy to see why. While he was trying to 

bestow intellectual legitimacy to the conservative movement through the urbane 

journal he founded,  National Review, the head of the John Birch Society was telling his followers that Dwight Eisenhower was in speechwriters or legislative assistants. 

unhinged populists, time and again the 

all likelihood a Soviet agent. Conservative Then they took a turn at a consulting 

divide broke down in practice. Historians elites were forced into the role of gatekeep-shop or as corporate speechwriters. 

will already be familiar with most of Contiers, trying to harness popular discontent Then perhaps they advised a donor, 

netti’s examples of collaboration between without handing control of their move-or managed a campaign, or someday 

elite conservatives and the grassroots Right, ment to lunatics muttering about fluoride. 

ran for office themselves. At any point 

but seeing them parade one after another 

In Buckley’s case, this meant taking to the in this journey, their connections, 

through the decades makes its own kind 

pages of  National Review to warn Birchers ingenuity, and good luck might make 

of argument. Conservatives and the Right 

that they could not succeed if they listened them fantastically rich. Then they 

weren’t fighting a war. They were partners to “a man whose views on current affairs 

would pour their resources back into 

in a joint venture kept alive by strategic are ... so far removed from common sense.” 

conservative foundations, networks, 

silences, willful blindness, and mutual 

Buckley’s move went down in conser-

and institutions. 

self-interest. Together, they cleared a path vative lore as the purging of the Birchers, that led directly to Donald Trump. And 

after which Republicans settled into an 

This was the conservative establishment 

Continetti is a good enough historian to 

informal arrangement whereby populists 

that Continetti joined when he moved 

mark the key points in this itinerary, even supplied the votes and elites dictated poli-to Washington. And it’s the system that 

if he isn’t willing to reckon with the impli-cy. In the 1970s, grassroots activists calling Trump drove a bright-red truck through. 

cations of his own findings. 

themselves “the New Right”—ERA-slayer 

Continetti has a more favorable opinion 

Consider, for instance, the purging of the Phyllis Schlafly, Moral Majority founder 

these days of the man he once called “a 

Birchers. Continetti is clearly on Buckley’s Jerry Falwell, direct-mail guru Richard 

misogynist and bigot, an ignoramus and 

side, but even his sympathetic account 

Viguerie—brought activists to the polls. But doofus.” With Trump’s presidency safely 

leaves the mythology in tatters. Buckley’s it was neoconservative intellectuals who 

in the rearview mirror, for now, Continetti turn against JBS founder Robert Welch 

shaped the conversation in the Capitol and describes the doofus of 2016 as “a disruptive came after years of dancing around the is-scored the sweetest think tank sinecures. 

but consequential populist leader,” who 

sue. When he was finally dragged into the Under Reagan, the conservative movement 

was only forced into “the ranks of Amer-

fight, Buckley took pains to exclude Welch’s grew into a proper conservative establish-ican villains” by his crusade to overturn followers from his critique. This was less of a ment located in Washington and dominated 

the 2020 election. (He notes, too, that most purge than an attempt to maintain plausible by Ivy Leaguers speaking on behalf of the of Trump’s signature achievements could 

deniability. As Continetti explains, Buckley heartland. A dissident intellectual wing of have been the handiwork of a President 

was responding to the logic of his situation. 

paleoconservatives bemoaning the rise 

Rubio: tax cuts, deregulation, and a litany 

“Conservatism could attain neither elite 

of “Conservatism Inc.” later rallied behind of judges stamped with the Federalist Soci-validation nor nationwide success if it was Pat Buchanan. By the time George W. Bush 

ety’s seal of approval.) But he cannot resist associated with Birchism,” he writes. “But it was sworn into the presidency, however, 

casting a mournful look at the institution also could not sustain itself if Birchism was Buchanan had been driven out of the Re-that Trump did the most to disrupt. Even 

excised—it would have no constituency.” 

publican Party, and Buckley’s heirs had 

if the White House borrowed much of its 

Buckley was used to dealing with this 

matured into what Continetti describes as agenda from GOP orthodoxy, Trump’s rise 

kind of problem. Birchers were following 

a “self-confident conservative ruling class.” 

“disestablished the postwar conservatism 

a template set by Joe McCarthy, and in 

Although Continetti steers clear of in-

of Buckley and Goldwater, of Irving Kristol the months before  National Review was sider gossip, his description of life in the and Ronald Reagan, of William Kristol and founded, Buckley took time out of a busy 

conservative machine has the feel of an 

George W. Bush”—and, he could have add-

schedule to speak at a dinner in honor of eyewitness account. “Young conservatives,” 

ed, of Matthew Continetti and Paul Ryan. 

McCarthy’s chief legal counsel, Roy Cohn—

he writes, 

not a surprise, given that he had published EXCEPT THE STORY of the American 

a book-length defense of McCarthy earlier started off as reporters or production 

Right isn’t so simple. Because, as Conti-

in the same year.  National Review’s first assistants at a newspaper, magazine, 

netti’s own research shows, even when 

contributors included an antisemite who 

radio show, or television network. 

gatekeepers tried to draw a bright line be-endorsed the  Protocols of the Elders of Zion Then they moved to the Hill as 

tween a respectable establishment and 

(the palindromically named Revilo Oliver). 
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Its chief political correspondent, James public.” (It must have been awkward, too, to an electorally toxic embrace of Trump, J. Kilpatrick, was a proponent of “mas-that Buchanan’s sister Kathleen was Kris-

then tipping the political system into chaos sive resistance” to school integration who tol’s assistant.)

by refusing to concede defeat. 

in 1964 wrote, “the Negro race, as a race, is Continetti doesn’t comment on his 

Continetti is pinning his hopes on a 

in fact an inferior race.” Buckley himself father-in-law’s language behind closed 

different outcome. Too young to retire, too drafted the magazine’s 1957 vindication of doors, which is understandable. But he also sincere an ideologue to join the Resistance white supremacy below the Mason-Dixon 

doesn’t mention that Kristol spearheaded 

grift, he has traded his orthodox conserva-line, “why the south must prevail.” 

the campaign to choose Sarah Palin as John tism for a buttoned-up populism that steers Although Buckley later recanted his 

McCain’s running mate in 2008. Although 

a middle course between NeverTrumpism 

views on segregation, influential figures Kristol and Brooks have moved toward the 

and full-bore maga conversion, heavy on 

at  National Review took the lead in argu-center-left, many of the leading thinkers on a tempered version of the culture war but ing that Republicans should build a new 

the Trumpishly inclined Right—including 

willing to ditch the authoritarianism: yes majority by weaving together supporters 

Sohrab Ahmari, Michael Anton, and Chris-

to campaigning against critical race theory, of Ronald Reagan and George Wallace. 

topher Caldwell—were published in the 

no to overturning elections. A movement 

“The only practical solution,” the maga-

 Standard. “We’d like to dislike Bill Kristol,” 

of Glenn Youngkins and Ben Shapiros isn’t zine’s longtime publisher William Rusher 

one of the young attendees at the Nation-

quite the cause that he signed up for back wrote in a 1975  New York Times editorial, al Conservatism Conference told Brooks. 

in college. But, with  The Weekly Standard 

“is for conservative Republicans (broadly 

“But he got us all jobs.” 

now a footnote in conservative history and represented by Reagan) and conservative 

Meaningful silences with respect to his 

Paul Ryan making the rounds on corporate 

Democrats (most of whom have in the past 

old employer aren’t the only times when 

boards, it’s a gamble that Continetti is will-supported Wallace) to join forces.” 

Continetti shades the narrative to place 

ing to take—and it might pay off. 

Reagan,  National Review’s most famous his subject in a softer light. He acknowl-Trump’s autocratic instincts made it 

subscriber, took Rusher’s advice to heart. 

edges that conservatives have appealed to difficult to see that he pointed the way 

The young man who came of age idoliz-

prejudice, but for the most part he spares toward a plausible strategy for building 

ing FDR grew into the politician who rode readers details of the paranoid theorizing a new Republican majority. By breaking 

the support of New Right favorite Jesse 

and violent extremism that have always 

zombie Reaganism’s grip on the party (at 

Helms to victory in the North Carolina 

been part of the movement, and that loom 

least rhetorically), he created space for a primary in 1976. The New Right brought 

so large today—leading, for instance, to a platform that ditched entitlement reform 

Reagan votes and gave him a strategy for 

discussion of the Trump era that leaves out while ratcheting up the attacks on a clue-building, as he put it, a “New Republican QAnon, the Proud Boys, and the Oath Keep-less establishment—not a bad formula for 

Party” with “room for the man and woman 

ers. While he’s too gentle with the Right, winning at the polls, especially in the swing in the factories, for the farmer, for the cop he’s often just clumsy with the Left, from states that decide national elections. With on the beat,” united “against the tyranny of wrongly suggesting that New Dealer Adolf 

voters on their side, it would be possible for powerful academics, fashionable left-wing Berle was a communist fellow traveler to 

Republicans to drop the direct assaults on revolutionaries, some economic illiterates lumping poor George McGovern alongside 

democracy and go back to doing what, over who happen to hold elective office, and the the Weathermen and Black Panthers as ex-the last half-century, the party has done social engineers who dominate the dia-amples of left-wing extremism. 

best: convert cultural grievance into tax logue and set the format in political and This, in short, is a book that gets a lot cuts for the rich. The United States would social affairs.” Without this mix of New 

of things wrong. But it gets one big and 

become a meaner, harsher, crueler place to Deal style and New Right substance—the 

important thing right. By illustrating how live, all without a single militiaman having happy culture warrior—Reagan would have 

much today’s right-wing populists owe 

to storm the Capitol. 

run into the same electoral dead end that to yesterday’s establishment conserva-And it’s not clear how liberals would 

Barry Goldwater did. 

tives—their successes, failures, and all 

respond. However nightmarish the Trump 

For more evidence of the messy overlap 

the compromises made along the way— 

years were for Democrats to live through, between populists and the establishment, 

Continetti demonstrates that there are no they were a heady time for activists on the Continetti could have looked to  The  Weekly sharp breaks in the history of the Right, left. Trump’s open race-baiting combined 

 Standard. He notes that David Brooks was only partial victories in a constant struggle. 

with his loss in the popular vote allowed once a senior editor at the magazine but 

Trump’s election wasn’t divine retribution liberals to assume they had a righteous 

doesn’t say that Tucker Carlson—now far 

for conservatism’s original sins. It was 

majority on their side. Billions of dollars and away the most influential right-wing 

just politics, the result of both long-term sluiced through a network of think tanks, pundit not named Trump—was one of its 

structural trends and choices shot through activist groups, and foundations, creating first writers. “Kristol was always encourag-with contingency. Which means the fate 

a whole ecosystem filled with reformers 

ing me to write hit pieces on Pat Buchanan,” 

of the Right is still up for grabs. And so is who believed the country was waiting to 

Carlson has said. “He saw himself as the 

American democracy. 

be called to a higher purpose by leaders 

ideological gatekeeper of the Republican 

with a bold agenda for resolving a crisis Party.” The problem was that, aside from 

“WHEN YOU STUDY conservatism’s past,” 

of democracy. Now we just might find out 

foreign policy, Kristol and Buchanan didn’t Continetti writes, “you become convinced 

whether the public agrees. 

disagree on much, including social issues. 

that it has a future.” Trump’s shadow hangs Timothy Shenk  is a professor at George 

“In private,” Carlson says, “Kristol was as over that future today. It’s easy—very 

 Washington University. His second book, witheringly antigay as Buchanan was in 

easy—to imagine Republicans succumbing 

Realigners , is out this fall. 
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upgrading the system. Nor was the system 

CINI

efficient. Not even close: Missoula’s water UA

mains leaked half of all the water that had been treated and pumped. 

ANDRE

Laffer, in that courtroom, was the voice 

Y

B

of the privatization movement, one that 

lately has its eyes on buying the right to TION

own the world’s water, among many, if not TRAS

all, other public goods. “Water is the new U

oil,” one mayor declared in 2014. It should ILL

be noted that, when it comes to water, public institution–built water systems and 

public ownership are the norms. By the 

1960s, the United States had an astonishing 20,000 water systems, 83 percent of which were publicly owned. Today, cash-strapped cities and states are deluged with bids from wealthy financial firms to buy their public assets. Municipalities are often eager to sell, in order to fill their budgetary short-falls elsewhere. Water systems themselves are short on funding. In the recessionary period after 2008, federal spending on 

water infrastructure didn’t budge, while, from 2009 to 2014, state and local spending dropped 22 percent. Experts estimate 

For the People

that a trillion dollars in upgrades will be needed to meet oncoming demand, and 

The case for keeping public goods 

that aging pipes, some a century old, leak upward of six billion gallons of water a day. 

under democratic control

Privatization has become disturbingly 

widespread, as Donald Cohen and Allen 

Mikaelian show in their new book,  The Privatization of Everything, seeping into every aspect of our society, from our schools, to our food inspection, to weather forecasting, to even the administration of our public 

welfare systems. They argue that this is 

By Robin Kaiser-Schatzlein

an assault on democracy. “Privatization,” 

they write, “is a transfer of power over 

IT WAS 2015, and the city of Missoula, were about 0.03 percent of that total. Yet our own destiny, as individuals and as a 

Montana, was fighting to take control of its Carlyle’s decision to drag this tiny fight into nation, to unelected, unaccountable, and 

water supply. Missoula’s privately owned 

a long, expensive court battle reflected how inscrutable corporations and their execu-waterworks had recently been sold to Moun-important the company found water privat-

tives.” But to argue against privatization tain Water, a company owned by the private ization, and how much it needed to stress is to go against nearly 40 years of polit-equity behemoth Carlyle Group. The mayor, that the public should not own their own 

ical consensus and financial concerns. 

John Engen, approved the sale after being water. Carlyle even hired Arthur Laffer—

To complicate matters, some of the most 

wined and dined in Washington and led to 

the conservative economist who cooked 

common arguments against privatization 

believe that Missoula’s water was but a drop up the Reagan-era argument that lowering 

are easy to refute, and one of the strongest in Carlyle’s bucket, and the firm would vol-taxes increased government revenue (by 

and simplest is overlooked. 

untarily sell the system to the city. But after the way, it doesn’t). For a rate of $15,000 

Missoula made its bid for the waterworks for a day, Laffer lectured the court on why a WHAT IS PRIVATIZATION? The answer 

about $50 million, and the company came 

private company should own, and profit 

is harder to nail down than you’d think. 

back asking for $120 million, talks stalled. 

from, a town’s water. “Water is a product,” 

We might think of privatization as the 

The city decided to use eminent domain 

Laffer said, implying that people of a town transfer of governmental tasks to private to seize the waterworks, and the two parties are not citizens, but customers. Because 

enterprise, or the sale of public goods to went to court. Missoula’s water was a tiny of the profit motive, he went on, “private private businesses, like the maintenance 

piece of the private equity giant’s portfolio: companies are far more concerned about 

and ownership of a public waterworks or 

Carlyle had around $194 billion in assets water quality than municipalities.” But the road. But, for Cohen and Mikaelian, it can under management, and the waterworks 

truth was that private management wasn’t 

be any number of things, including, but 
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not limited to, hiring firms to engage in the The so-called free-market privatizers 

 

procurement process for the government. 

don’t really want a free market. In addition Or contracting public work to outsiders. Or to all the protections of America’s vast le-even when a government cuts budgets for 

The Privatization  

gal system that ensure privatizers don’t get services, enacting austerity, and creating of Everything 

constantly robbed, in many privatization 

a vacuum that businesses can rush to fill. 

by Donald Cohen 

plans the government offers to backstop 

Or deregulation or the failure to enforce and Allen Mikaelian

the private buyer against losses. In the 

laws that restrict private action. It’s al-The New Press, 

case of privatized trash collection, some most anything that increases the power 

368 pp., $28.99

municipalities agree to pay incinerators a and scope of private actors, but can be so base amount, just in case there isn’t enough multifarious that it becomes something 

trash to collect. It’s a real heads-I-win-tails-you only know when you see. 

you-lose situation. 

The recent history of privatization be-

Nor do the anti-privatizers want social-

gins in the waning days of the Reagan 

Cohen and Mikaelian show, disastrous. In 

ism. Early in the book, the authors suggest administration. Emanuel Savas, Reagan’s 

2006, Indiana sold a 157-mile stretch of I-90 

that the public should not relinquish con-assistant secretary of housing and urban 

to a Spanish and Australian consortium 

trol over government, while saying that 

development, led the charge. In the 1970s, for $3.8 billion. The foreign firms then pro-contracting government services could still Savas was the co-author, with Milton Fried-ceeded to raise fares from $4.65 to $8.00, be acceptable. They are not interested in man, of a paper that argued privatization which, among other things, caused truck-

“socialism,” or “social democracy.” (Even opens up “competition to reduce the mo-ers to take side roads to avoid tolls. These though many services that anti-privatizers nopolistic control many governments have 

narrow side roads quickly got chewed up, 

want to have run by the public are the same over their customers.” Their argument ba-but noncompete clauses in the sale meant 

services run by the public in s-word coun-sically asserted that governments weren’t the state couldn’t improve them. Drivers 

tries in Europe.) And while the United States protectors of right or arbiters of justice, but noticed conditions on I-90 deteriorat-often ensures the public administration 

rather that citizenship was like going to the ing, rest stops becoming nose-pluggingly 

of many goods—like highways, electrical 

food court, and governments should be lit-filthy, and then, in 2014, the consortium grids, and dams—even during the New 

tle more than another Cinnabon franchisee declared bankruptcy. 

Deal, full nationalization of industry was duking it out with every other Orange Ju-Cohen and Mikaelian also write about 

not in the cards. As the historian Louis 

lius and Auntie Anne’s in the promenade. 

how an underfunded usda now has compa-

Hyman has written, the New Deal was full 

Toward the end of his second term, Reagan nies hire their own meat inspectors, raising of public-private partnerships, among oth-established a commission to study which 

massive conflicts of interest that have led er private-sector solutions. And so while government functions could be privatized. 

at least one inspector to say, “It’s no lon-conservatives insist that Democrats want 

Since this time, Cohen and Mikaelian 

ger meaningful for consumers to see that 

to nationalize everything down to the last write, the idea of citizens as mere consumers mark indicating that their product has been snickerdoodle sale, fully Stalinesque Amer-and of governments as mere service provid-usda-inspected.” Food inspection was once ica has always been far, far way. 

ers became “remarkably bipartisan,” and 

seen as a crucial governmental task that 

The free market versus totalitarianism 

“Democratic president Bill Clinton arguably would protect workers and the consumers 

debate is largely a false dichotomy fur-

did more for the privatization project than from lard that contained workers who fell thered by right-wing thinkers like Savas who did his Republican predecessor.” The Clin-into rendering vats and spoiled meat being wanted to sell the idea of privatization to a ton administration sold off federal assets, ground into sausage, as Upton Sinclair laid public who they knew loved government 

including the Elk Hills Naval Petroleum  

out in his novel  The Jungle. But this is no services like Medicare and Social Security. 

Reserve for $3.65 billion and the U.S. Enrich-longer the case. Today, egg farms, which 

What is happening in our society is not a ment Corporation for $3.1 billion, as well as have gotten outstanding seals of approval contest between the free market and cen-attempting to open up operation of air traf-from their private inspectors, end up be-

tral control, but a struggle between private fic control towers to private bidders. Clinton ing the cause of nationwide salmonella 

business and public society. At the end of also eliminated the family welfare system outbreaks, due to eight-foot–high piles 

their book, the authors quote political sci-

(Aid to Families With Dependent Children), of manure at facilities and “live and dead ence professor Corey Robin in saying that which directly provided families with mon-maggots too numerous to count.” 

we need to shift the focus away from “ab-

ey, in favor of a much more complicated, 

stractions of the free market” and toward state-administered system (Temporary 

THE FRAMING OF the privatization debate 

“the very real power of the businessman.” 

Assistance for Needy Families) that relied presents difficulties, however, for critics of And while Cohen and Mikaelian often talk 

heavily on contracting. The federal govern-privatization. A common account posits 

about public control, they frequently fall ment itself became reliant on contractors. 

that one side (pro-privatization) wants an into the trap of leaning on the “free market” 

In the federal government today, there are anarchic free-market hell world, while the as the bogeyman of privatization. 

2.6 times as many contractors or grant work-other side (anti-privatization) wants cen-A final difficulty for anti-privatizers is ers as there are government employees. 

trally planned totalitarianism. The right that some of their most commonly used 

The privatization of facets of public life screams “socialism!” at public schools, 

arguments are easy to poke holes in. 

that would have once been unthinkable—

while the left complains about failures 

Anti-privatizers frequently talk about the like highway maintenance and food safety 

of the libertarian free market. Yet both 

brutality of private prisons, suggesting that inspection—has become popular and, as 

couldn’t be further from the truth. 

the profit motive is largely responsible for Books & the Arts 
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the bureaucratic, by including participato-The question of whether 

ry elements in the daily administration of public affairs.” Citizens, that is, should have a direct say in daily government. One exam-privatization is wrong is not a 

ple would be New York City’s participatory budgeting, in which community members 

question of efficacy or economics.  directly decide how part of their community’s budget is spent. “Only through a 

It’s one of political philosophy. 

democratized bureaucracy,” Cordelli wrote in  Boston Review, “can we inoculate against the wrongs of the privatized state.” As the saying goes, the cure for the ills of democracy is more democracy. 

Campaign finance reform would also 

the horrific conditions in private facilities. 

ground for the right to rule over them.” The limit the power of businesses to influence Yet, as any reader of Ruth Wilson Gilmore question of whether privatization is wrong the political process and get sweet deals will know, private prisons are but a tenth is not a question of efficacy or economics. 

from desperate governments. Which raises 

of the total prison system in the United 

It’s one of political philosophy. Privatiza-another dilemma: Is there any way to top 

States. Prisons are overcrowded and thinly tion is a process, she argues, that results in up these ailing state and local budgets so staffed, and violence, including homicide some people being subject to the unilateral their governments aren’t eager to sell? The and rape, is shockingly ubiquitous. In 2020, will of others. But democracy, as a recent fiscal austerity of the recent past has left the Department of Justice found Alabama’s political project, arose out of the distinct large portions of the United States broke. 

Department of Corrections systemically 

desire to curb the power of private actors Combating austerity through ambitious 

failed to protect incarcerated people from that defined monarchic Europe. Privat-public financing programs, possibly even 

incredible amounts of physical and sexual ization is, categorically, anti-democratic direct lending from the Federal Reserve to violence. In fact, the problem of mass in-and little else. 

promote community autonomy, could be 

carceration, its rise, its perpetuation, its It’s not even an attempt to reduce the 

a good solution. Not to mention a promo-

human rights abuses, is a  public disaster. As size of government, as is so often claimed. 

tion of democracy. 

Gil more notes, this has nothing to do with Cordelli notes that, since the privatization As Cohen and Mikaelian note in  The 

profit, and everything to do with power. This, project began in the 1980s, government has Privatization of Everything, citizens have just to play privatization’s advocate here, is exploded in size and scope. Instead, she 

successfully challenged and defeated pri-

the type of public dysfunction that might calls privatization a “refeudalization of the vatization plans everywhere. “Between 

open a person to the argument that pub- 

state.” The political vision of thinkers like 2003 and 2019,” they note, “seventy-one 

lic decision-making is bad. 

Savas and Friedman, as well as modern-day U.S. communities took back their water, 

So while  The Privatization of Everything privatization zealots like Donald Trump 

following a global trend that saw 2,400 citis primarily composed of examples and 

and Rahm Emanuel, is a feudal order 

ies in fifty-eight countries bringing water stories about how privatization fails—how where power is exercised in the shadows, 

and other essential services under public charter schools perpetuate racial disparities in privately negotiated contracts, in dynas-control.” On a practical level, people can in education, how private broadband won’t tic private corporations, and beyond the 

fight to share resources and succeed. 

bring service to poor communities, how 

reach of law. Private government, from 

In Missoula, the judge presiding over 

private medical insurance leaves us sick 

the vantage point of a society that hopes for the town’s water system didn’t see Laffer’s and in debt—it makes you wonder: Would 

democracy, is an illegitimate government. 

wisdom and ruled against the private own-

privatization be acceptable if it did work? If In fact, one could argue that the entire point ers. Missoula regained control of its water. 

it could clean up the messes and blunders of democracy is to prevent privatization. 

In an interview after the case was resolved, of our government, would it be legitimate? 

These are dire claims, but they help to re-Mayor Engen reflected, “We still had folks This even suggests why privatization nets frame the actions our government has taken saying—you know—what kind of socialists 

such a bipartisan appeal: Any criticism of over the last four decades as a purposeful are you?” To most people, the system ap-public action, whether it is public wars 

abandonment of democracy. Allowing pri-

peared to be working fine. “But as the case or public schools, can be turned into a private companies to unilaterally dictate the wore on,” he said, “and evidence was pre-vatization sales pitch. This, of course, is an price of essential goods like water places sented in court and other arenas, it became ugly question for opponents of privatiza-people under the thumb of private power. 

more clear to folks that they were, in effect, tion to consider—and one that desperately Democracy is impossible without shared 

getting robbed by the private investors and needs a clear, full-throated answer. 

ownership of large parts of society. 

that trend wasn’t going to change without So what is to be done? Cordelli suggests 

public ownership.” “Water is essential to IN HER 2020 book,  The Privatized State, we think big about our fight against pri-life,” he said. “And a city that does not con-Chiara Cordelli, a professor of political sci-vatization, envisioning something on the 

trol its destiny through water is likely to ence at the University of Chicago, addresses order of a constitutional amendment that 

suffer in the long term.” 

this question with a line of thinking that permanently constrains the private sector. 

Robin Kaiser-Schatzlein  last wrote for  The is both simple and illuminating. “Benefit-More than that, we need to “demand a tight-New Republic  about millionaires who want to ing others,” she writes, “is an insufficient er integration between the democratic and abolish extreme wealth. 
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IT’S REMARKABLE: For more than a 

year, it’s been impossible to describe any Personal Effects world leader as a version of the sitting U.S. 

president. Run this thought experiment 

yourself: Who might be the “Joe Biden 

A study of strongmen misses deeper 

of South America”? Or “Central Europe’s 

reasons for democratic collapse. 

Biden”? You draw a blank. What a contrast from the four years in which the world contained Hungary’s Trump, Brazil’s Trump, 

India’s Trump, Turkey’s Trump, the Phil-

ippines’ Trump, and so many more. The 

parallels between these leaders and Trump were chilling, but they were also a boon for the geopolitical commentariat: the sundry experts, analysts, specialists, and columnists who used them to give an intelligible shape to troubling developments in places far from the United States. The stakes were uncontestably high, and the conditions for analogy, the Swiss Army knife of such professions, had never been so ripe. 

 The Age of the Strongman: How the Cult By Krithika Varagur
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 the World by Gideon Rachman, chief foreign high-altitude interviews, is a particularly or starting wars; despite Rachman’s justifi-affairs columnist for the  Financial Times, concentrated application of this method, 

cations, his inclusion seems a little forced.) is one of several new books that attempt 

and particularly revealing of its limitations. 

Rachman also excludes autocrats like Cam-

to explain today’s authoritarians as a sin-bodia’s Hun Sen and Belarus’s Alexander 

gle phenomenon by slotting their rise and GIDEON RACHMAN GOT his start in 

Lukashenko for leading countries that are their “playbooks”—a favorite term of these journalism as a young BBC World Service 

not large or influential enough to really analyses—into a unifying framework. See 

reporter in the 1980s, during the final years shape global politics, though he admits 

also:  Strongmen: Mussolini to the Present by of the Cold War and the seeming triumph of they “have strongman traits.” 

American historian Ruth Ben-Ghiat, from 

liberal democracy. As a foreign correspon-First in his catalog is Vladimir Putin, 

November 2020, and  The Revenge of Power: dent and editor, he took assignments in 

who took power in Russia on the very last How Autocrats Are Reinventing Politics for Washington, D.C. (where he was posted 

day of the twentieth century. Rachman 

 the 21st Century, published in February 2022 

when the Berlin Wall fell), Bangkok (which first met him at—of course—Davos. He 

by Venezuelan commentator Moisés Naím. 

he left during the year the Asian financial admits that his initial view of Putin, circa In these books, strongmen heads of 

crisis started), and early 2000s Brussels 2000, was as a “relatively reassuring figure” 

state are a stock character type with com-

(at the zenith of postwar EU procedural-

who seemed outwardly enthusiastic about 

mon strategies. They build their appeal 

ism). He spent 15 years at  The Economist, elections and a free press. Then comes a 

around a standard checklist of issues, in-that genteel British voice of centrism and capsule Putin biography: the modest St. 

cluding inequality, migration, and crises free markets, and 15 more at the  FT, the Petersburg flat, the KGB years, the mete-of group and national identity. They share, salmon-pink British business broadsheet 

oric rise through the post-Soviet Kremlin. 

in Rachman’s words, “a cult of personality” 

where he remains today. He started to no-

Rachman writes that he began to pay atten-and “a politics driven by fear and nation-tice cracks in the post–Cold War order with tion to Putin’s anti-Western project in 2007, alism.” Naím focuses on what he calls “3P 

Putin’s autocratic turn, the 2008 financial when Putin “denounced Western talk of 

autocrats,” who are initially elected, but crisis, and Xi Jinping’s ascendance in 2012. 

freedom and democracy as a hypocritical 

then “dismantle the checks on executive 

In this century, his remit as a columnist front for power politics” at the Munich Se-power through populism, polarization, 

with the entire world as his beat led him to curity Conference. In the following decade, and post-truth.” Ben-Ghiat adds the di-cover repressive rulers in Turkey, Hungary, Putin emerged as a full-fledged autocrat 

mension of “virility,” examining how the 

India, and beyond. After the twin shocks 

with his invasion of Crimea, intervention strongman’s “displays of machismo” and 

of Brexit and Trump, he finally spotted a in Syria, brazen imprisonment of activists 

“kinship with other male leaders” help him 

“global trend.” 

and journalists, and more. The chapter con-menace women and lgbtq+ populations, 

In  The Age of the Strongman, he profiles cludes abruptly that, while Putin’s longevity inform reckless foreign policy, and enable 14 world leaders, some elected and some 

has been unexpected, his regime’s days 

corruption. Above all, the emergence of 

not, who have changed the “climate of global may nevertheless be numbered, because 

these leaders is presented in these books as politics over the last twenty years.” To-his Russia is an “international pariah” with an assault on democracy itself. Ben-Ghiat gether, he writes, they constitute a “revolt a “shrinking and aging” population and a  

calls their rise a “turn away from democra-against the liberal consensus that reigned dependence on its oil and gas revenue, and cy,” Rachman heralds “the most sustained 

supreme after 1989.” As different as these his rule “rests not on success and popu-global assault on liberal democratic values leaders are, he believes their success has lar consent but on force and repression.” 

since the 1930s,” and Naím warns that 

eroded the “prestige of the American liberal Nothing in this account is controversial, 

“at stake is not just whether democracy 

democratic model” in the twenty-first cen-but it’s not particularly illuminating either. 

will thrive in the twenty-first century but tury. (He includes in his autocrat roster Boris Rachman calls Putin “the archetype” 

whether it will even survive as the dom-

Johnson, who has a brusque style and dem-

from whom other strongmen take their 

inant system of government, the default 

agogic tone, but whose techniques remain a cues. In the next chapters, he describes how setting in the global village.” 

far cry from, say, directly jailing journalists Recep Tayyip Erdoğan implemented a bru-It’s a powerful theory: that one recogniz-tal crackdown on civil liberties, ushered in able character type might explain the retreat sweeping anti-secular legislation, and ma-

 

of democracy in so many countries across 

neuvered an unprecedented concentration 

the world, and that simply recognizing this of executive power in Turkey. He recounts type of leader, and the tools he wields, is Xi Jinping’s brutal “anti-corruption” drive the first step to dismantling his power. Yet The Age of the Strongman: 

to purge opposition in China, his ruthless these books’ personality-driven approach 

How the Cult of the  

press crackdown, the massive Uighur con-

makes it difficult to examine the struc- 

Leader Threatens 

centration camps, and the cold-blooded 

tures that elevated such leaders in the first Democracy Around  

suppression of Hong Kong’s democracy 

place—including a sometimes naïve, some-

the World 

protests. He writes of Narendra Modi’s 

times willfully blind Western press. Do such by Gideon Rachman

dangerous Hindu nationalist spin on the 

leaders really have as much in common 

Other Press, 

world’s largest democracy (though his de-

as these authors tend to suggest? And do 

288 pp., $27.99

scriptions of Modi’s disastrous handling 

their personalities tell us more than the of Covid, his annexation of Kashmir, and 

political systems, economic structures, and attempts to strip Muslims’ citizenship in distinct histories of their countries? Rach-Assam are curiously muted). He presents 

man’s book, with its clubby breakfasts and Hungary’s Viktor Orbán as the paragon of 
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a “new breed of populist right-wingers” in It’s a powerful theory: that 

Europe who are enemies of “Brussels-style liberalism.” These leaders have all done 

one recognizable character type 

monstrous things in their own right, but 

in such a dry litany, their track records blend together. 

might explain the retreat of 

On rare occasions when the strongmen 

use their own words to discuss their rejec-democracy in so many countries. 

tion of liberal democracy, Rachman doesn’t spend much time on their arguments. Orbán in particular is the theorist among them, discussing his politics in the same terms as Western commentators. He has, for instance, directly “caricatured liberalism as an quotes in the book include “a European 

their families.” Brazil’s Jair Bolsonaro, like elitist ideology, favored by ‘globalists,’ intent head of state,” “friends of mine working in Trump, was spurned by intellectuals but 

on erasing national borders and cultures,” 

the media in Hungary,” “political analysts,” 

beloved by “small-town and rural” parts 

which would have been well worth a direct 

“a leading German intellectual,” “a Prince-of his country, and, also like Trump, “had counterargument from Rachman. Other 

ton professor and expert on populism,” “a built a huge personal following through 

missed chances for Rachman to respond 

heavily bearded intellectual and billion-

social media and used shocking rhetoric 

to autocrats’ own ideas include Putin’s 

aire,” “one prominent Beijing academic,” 

to make himself stand out.” 

long-running critique of nato expansion 

“one internationally respected scholar,” 

Trump was indeed reported to have 

and Erdoğan’s rejection of secularism as es-and “one CEO.” Instead of vivifying de-

unusually good rapport with other strong-

sential to a modern nation-state’s politics. 

tails, we get one too many anonymized 

men: He was the type of world leader who 

Instead of examining those propositions, or quotes stating the obvious: “As one promi-called Duterte to praise his murderous war the material grievances that created a vac-nent Beijing academic complained to me,” 

on drugs, and who admiringly referred to 

uum for so many of them, Rachman sees 

he recounts, “‘We are increasingly living Erdoğan “the Sultan.” But at some point, 

each of these leaders, broadly, as a “symp-in a totalitarian state.’” And facile com-the endless comparisons drag. Not only 

tom of the crisis in liberalism.” 

parisons such as: “As one senior British 

are all strongmen presented as fundamen-

The book’s insider approach is wanting 

official put it to me, ‘My question is whether tally alike, but they also start to look and even on its own terms. Despite Rachman’s 

[Mohammed bin Salman] is more like Lee 

sound fundamentally like Trump. “As with 

direct access to some of the most powerful Kuan Yew or Saddam Hussein.’” 

Trump’s various false claims about im-

people in the world, he garners few gen-

The rare critique with bite in these pages migration, such as that immigrants are 

uine insights from his encounters with 

comes from, of all places, Boris Johnson’s disproportionately responsible for crime, them—only a handful of colorful anec-Eton housemaster. “Boris seems affronted 

Duterte’s purported drug epidemic be-

dotes. He has had an audience with Xi 

when confronted with what amounts to a 

came a focus for more general anxieties 

alongside Gordon Brown and Google’s Eric 

gross failure of responsibility,” he writes to and insecurities,” writes Rachman, which 

Schmidt, breakfasted with Emmanuel Ma-

the Johnson parents. “I think he honestly does not reveal much more than that one 

cron, and met Boris Johnson at a country 

believes that it is churlish of us not to re-political leader stoked fear and another po-wedding, but such episodes are recounted 

gard him as an exception, one who should 

litical leader also stoked fear. “Like Trump, in flat paraphrase. There are occasional 

be free of the network of obligation that Bolsonaro was a compulsive Tweeter,” but 

memorable details: an aside in which he 

binds everyone else.” 

unlike Trump, Bolsonaro had never “built 

reveals that a hard-of-hearing George So-

and led a major business.” Nothing is a 

ros makes his dinner guests speak into 

TRUMP’S ELECTION IN 2016 provides the coincidence after 2016: The anti-Brexit 

a microphone; a description of a mobile 

book’s turning point: In some ways, writes Remainers get Boris Johnson’s decision 

app, shown to him by a friend in China, 

Rachman, Trump’s win was “just part of an to prorogue Parliament overturned on the 

that teaches “Xi Jinping Thought” and 

established global trend.” Yet “the unique 

“very day that the House of Representatives quizzes its more than 100 million users 

economic and cultural power of the US 

in Washington DC announced impeach-

on what they’ve learned. Rachman also 

meant that Trump’s ascent changed the 

ment proceedings against Donald Trump…. 

occasionally picks the perfect artifact to atmosphere of global politics, strengthen-suggesting that there was a rule-of-law cri-support his broader thesis, like 2020 caming and legitimizing the strongman style, sis building on both sides of the Atlantic.” 

paign posters for Benjamin Netanyahu 

and giving rise to a wave of emulators.” In I know from experience that it’s hard 

that include Modi, Trump, and Putin. More the book’s post-Trump half, autocrats are not to recount all foreign news in an Amer-such details could have lent credence to the presented with increasingly Trump-like 

ican accent. Much of my own career as a 

book’s proposition that today’s autocrats features, or as planets orbiting his author-foreign correspondent took place in the 

are worth studying in concert. 

itarian sun. Rodrigo Duterte peddles “fake Trump era. My first and last stories from When it comes to sources, moving al-news” in the Philippines, and Saudi Arabia’s Indonesia, in 2016 and 2020, were both 

most exclusively among elites has its limits. 

Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman is 

about Trump’s shady business there. I also The range of people who help Rachman 

a princeling just like Trump’s son-in-law, wrote about “fake news” in Southeast Asia, form his worldview, both as a columnist 

Jared Kushner: “extremely rich men in their and read more into Steve Bannon’s Euro-and an author, is narrow. The sources he 

thirties, who owed their position in life to pean exploits than I probably should have. 
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his peers. The potential of that far more Western opinion-formers have 

interesting book, focusing on media dis-

course about this century’s autocrats rather often mistaken autocrats for 

than the men themselves, haunts this one. 

When Rachman does reference his past 

work, his reflections are slight. Recalling friends and tyrants for reformers.  a 2014 column in which he called Modi 

“thrilling,” he simply notes, “Today, having witnessed Modi’s cavalier attitude to civil rights, I would choose a different word.” As Those were also the main types of stories the biggest problems caused by Trump, in 

for a 2011 column titled “don’t be blind 

editors would buy, and the ones American 

Rachman’s account, was that the United 

to erdoğan’s flaws,” about the Turkish 

readers would click on the most. That’s to States could no longer serve as a model to leader’s crackdown on dissent, he notes in say, the real-time incentives to keep one’s other nations. Rachman asks plaintively: 

parentheses that the headline was “admit-

Trump blinders on were steep. 

“How can America lead a pushback against 

tedly timid.” He doesn’t go further into the Writing at last in the post-Trump era, 

strongman authoritarianism, when its own 

judgment errors of Western journalists at Rachman is self-aware enough to note that democracy is so gravely wounded?” 

the time; there’s no genuine postmortem, 

Trump’s election was unique in many ways: Rachman still believes that the “Ameri-for instance, of the way they underrated 

that Trump faced more checks and balances can-led order” is the antidote to the age of the violent extensions of religious nation-than his analogues, thanks to the “institu-strongmen. His epilogue is largely about 

alism (as with Modi) or let themselves be tions and political conventions that had 

President Biden, who he believes must not blinded by a leader’s superficial embrace developed over centuries of democratic pol-only help save America’s own democracy, 

of technology (as with MBS). 

itics” in the United States. Still, the book’s but focus on “supporting political liberty Even if we did somehow, through induc-very structure, cleaved in half by the 2016 

elsewhere in the world.” There is, he writes, tion, get better at spotting autocrats based U.S. election, makes every leader appear 

“no plausible alternative to America that on the case studies here, it’s unclear what as either a forerunner or an analogue to 

could play that role.” These statements 

we’re supposed to do once we accurately 

Trump. The effect can be especially ab-

come to us preserved in amber from a time label some leader a strongman. Rachman 

surd for leaders who were not elected by 

before the Iraq and Afghanistan wars. 

does not offer any clear direction for re-grievance-ridden citizenries of their own. 

invigorating democracy. As the historian 

Consider Saudi Arabia’s Crown Prince Mo-

THOUGH STRONGMAN BOOKS urge the 

David Bell has written, if Trump did not 

hammed bin Salman, or MBS: He rose to 

public to recognize the features of author-succeed in doing more damage to Ameri-

power in his thirties by charting a Machi-itarian rule, “Western opinion-formers,” 

can democracy, it was not because he failed avellian warpath through his own large 

as Rachman dubs his own class of writers, to properly implement the authoritarian 

family, which included locking up his rival—a have often failed at this task, mistaking 

“playbook”: “It was also because of deeply diabetic cousin—in a room without insu-autocrats for friends and tyrants for re-

rooted democratic structures and habits. 

lin, during Ramadan, until he gave up his formers. Not just Putin but also several 

And it was also because of powerful social claim to the crown. This bears no similar-other villains of this book once received forces that achieve their ends very well 

ity to the Electoral College head-scratcher rather favorable coverage in the Western 

within the parameters of our current po-

that gave us Trump. Moreover, MBS will 

media, including from the author himself. 

litical system.” In its focus on the selection never be subject to a vote and will probably 

“Looking back at this catalogue of naive 

of good or bad leaders, Rachman’s book 

reign for decades, whereas Trump was vot-

predictions and dashed hopes, it is inter-overlooks that democracy is grounded in 

ed out after just one term. For MBS, being esting to ask why Western commentators 

the people and in political structures that a strongman is less about decrying “fake 

kept getting it wrong,” Rachman writes 

provide possibilities for participation. 

news” than about jailing Wahhabi cler-

in the introduction, surveying a decade’s Absent real guiding questions or anics, and his rise to power was simply not worth of his industry embracing early it-swers, this book ends in a hopeless place. 

a referendum on populism, migration, or 

erations of leaders like Modi, Xi, Erdoğan, The solutions presented in  The Age of the the post–Cold War consensus. Rachman’s 

and MBS. In his chapter on Ethiopia’s Abiy Strongman can be summed up as: Wait. 





chapter on him amounts to announcing: 

Ahmed, Rachman notes that “the Age of 

Wait for elderly leaders to finally step down Here’s yet another autocrat. Such parts 

the Strongman has involved a recurrent 

or lose (as Netanyahu did, after 12 years), dilute the analytical power of the whole. 

pattern. A charismatic new leader emerges or for an economy to collapse (as Russia’s One reason for all these ongoing, ir-somewhere in the world. He is portrayed 

might, under the weight of sanctions and 

resistible comparisons to Trump may be 

in the Western media as a liberal reformer. 

a turn away from its fossil fuels), or until that comparing Trump to foreign tyrants 

Western politicians and institutions weigh the United States somehow saves the day. 

was the best way the global pundit class 

in with encouraging comments and offers of What else, indeed, can the subjects of in-could think of to condemn and warn against assistance. Then, as time passes, awkward creasingly fragile liberal democracy do 

the  former. And this book’s central con-facts emerge.... Disillusionment sets in.” 

against such enormous tides? 

cern, despite its conceit, is not so much Since Rachman has written about, and 

Krithika Varagur  is a speechwriter in New York, the fate of democracy across the world as in many cases met, the leaders in this book, author of  The Call: Inside the Global Saudi it is  American democracy and its unique he could have examined his own analyti-Religious Project  (2020), and an editor importance to the rest of the world. One of cal errors more closely, alongside those of at  The Drift  magazine. 
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Robert Redford as the idealistic 

would-be politician Bill McKay in the 

1972 film  The Candidate

and Darwin after him, had demonstrated 

the importance of asking “impertinent” 

questions, he says. And Vietnam and Wa-

tergate, the great shames of the last decade, had actually demonstrated America’s capacity to improve itself. “In our darkest hour, leaders, real leaders, have always 

stepped forward to hold the American peo-

ple to the responsibility of citizenship,” he declares. “I’m not sure that it’s me, but I’d like the chance to find out.” As he exits the room, he turns to face his staff again. “Oh, and if you young people are still wondering, the right answer is John Lennon.” 

It’s a moment that could have been 

penned by Aaron Sorkin. But it wasn’t. 

Written by  Doonesbury cartoonist Garry Trudeau,  Tanner ’88 studies presidential Washington, D.C.,  campaigns and its titular character with a bemused cynicism. It’s clear to viewers by the time Tanner rises to ramble on about 

Biden, the Beatles, and Copernicus that 

Plays Itself

he’s no leader; his mushy liberal ideals 

wind up trumped by his own passivity 

How movies about the political 

and the rigors and inanities of politics in the late television age. Shot documentary-system fell in love with cynicism 

style and largely improvised over the 

course of the actual Democratic primary 

and messaging

race, the series was inarguably ambitious for its time and is widely remembered 

as a classic of American political satire— 

partially because politicians loved it. 

Biden doesn’t appear in the series, but 

By Osita Nwanevu

Hart, Dukakis, and a constellation of other candidates and political figures of the era THE PIVOTAL SCENE in Robert Altman’s It begins with an anecdote about a 

do. Republican candidate Jack Kemp’s 

1988 miniseries  Tanner ’88 happens early Democratic Leadership Conference meet-hammy overenthusiasm for his cam-

in the show—in fact, it happens near the 

ing he’d attended in South Carolina, where eo—“I’ll beat your ass,” he reportedly yelled very end of the pilot, as former congress-his daughter, Lexi (Cynthia Nixon), had 

at Murphy at one point—led to his scenes 

man Jack Tanner (Michael Murphy), a 

asked the other presidential candidates 

being cut from the pilot. 

fictional addition to the already stuffed ros-assembled to share their favorite Beatle. 

Stories like this make  Tanner ’88 a curio, ter of Democrats running for president that Gary Hart had fumbled around for a name. 

an unusual and memorable experiment 

year, winds down with his staff after a hu-Michael Dukakis had unconvincingly cho-

without too many direct imitators. But it miliating day on the campaign trail, one of sen Paul. And Joe Biden hadn’t bothered 

does fit into a particular canon. There are many to come. Earlier, he’s told, members to give an answer at all. “Now, I don’t know four major modes of film and television 

of a focus group who viewed his ads had 

if Lexi knows the names of all the Beatles about American politics. There’s earnest 

peppered his team with different versions herself, let alone the answer to her own 

and saccharine material ( The West Wing, of the same question: Why, exactly, was he question, but it suddenly dawned on me 

 Madam Secretary, Mr. Smith Goes to Wash-running? As the campaign’s videographer 

that I sure as hell did,” Tanner says. “And I ington), soaps and thrillers that verge on films him surreptitiously from under a glass knew for sure that anybody who didn’t had or embrace the fantastical ( House of Cards, coffee table, Tanner, comically aloof and absolutely no claim to generational leader-Scandal), and works on the goofy end of the diffident up to this point, rationalizes his ship. Now I must have—what—10 years on 

satirical spectrum ( Veep, Parks and Recre-long shot campaign in a rare moment of un-Joe Biden. But, dammit, he wasn’t paying 

 ation). Then there are arch and knowing guarded authenticity—a monologue soon 

attention back then, and I was.” 

works, like  Tanner ’88, that aim for realism to be fashioned into an ad that will briefly Tanner waxes lyrical from there. Thom-from an ironic distance, often with the help AMY

AL

make Tanner a real contender. 

as Jefferson, like Copernicus before him 

of cameos or documentary techniques. An 
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early and influential entry in this tradition, 

“The Crock” here is California Senator 

it’s a morality play, but the McKay campaign Michael Ritchie’s  The Candidate, turns 50 

Crocker Jarmon, an avuncular, long-serving does feel fluid and real, partially because this year. Its spiritual successors, including conservative Republican about old enough 

Larner’s characters share the spotlight with Tanner ’88, Mike Nichols’s  Primary Col-to be McKay’s father—an age gap the Jar-

real figures making cameos. The actress 

 ors, and Steven Soderbergh’s little-seen  K 

mon campaign and the press underscore 

Natalie Wood attends a McKay fundraiser. 

 Street, show us our political system through often. McKay’s actual father had been gov-Playing himself, ABC anchor Howard K. 

the eyes of our political class at the peak of ernor; his distaste for the wheeling and 

Smith delivers some on-air commentary 

its own self-obsession. All are stories from dealing his father had mastered and the 

on McKay’s softening edges and political 

the days before the reality and endurance tumult of the 1960s had initially driven him phoniness. Hubert Humphrey, George Mc-of “American democracy” became an open 

away from conventional politics. When the Govern, and a slew of California politicians question among elites—a half-century in 

operative Marvin Lucas seeks him out at 

appear briefly. And while they don’t appear which it was possible to believe that suc-the start of the film, McKay is working at a themselves, Larner’s script namechecks 

cess in politics was a matter of mastering legal aid clinic. And he agrees to run only columnists Rowland Evans and Robert No-certain immaterial yet immutable laws, and after Lucas tells him he can run to lose, vak, names that would have been familiar 

that the talents of hacks and flacks matter using the campaign as an opportunity to 

mostly to Americans who followed national more than the forces of history. 

publicize the issues he cares about. But, politics very closely. Political junkiedom as famously, he winds up winning, having 

pop culture had fully arrived. 

1960 WAS YEAR zero for modern American been coached well by Lucas and his team. 

politics. John F. Kennedy and his cam-

In the film’s last scene, a dazed McKay 

FEW THINGS IN  The Candidate feel more paign were truly of and for the television tries to steal a quiet moment with Lucas 

dated now than Ritchie’s fascination with age; their mastery of the medium, often 

away from his cheering supporters. “What 

TV screens. The camera lingers on them 

casually attributed to Kennedy’s looks, 

do we do now?” he asks. The crowd finds 

and gives us views of the scene from them at marked the beginning of a revolution in 

them and rushes into the room before Lu-

every opportunity, burying important but 

how the powerful, handsome and not, com-

cas can answer. 

no longer novel ideas about truth, artifice, municate with the public. It also marked 

Here again, the subtleties are dispensed 

and how cameras blur the lines between 

the beginning of election journalism as we with—campaigns are a mucky, mind-them under several layers of showy re-

know it. The wildly influential documen-

numbing business, and  The Candidate is flexivity. Filmed 16 years later, Altman’s tary  Primary—shot by D.A. Pennebaker, intent on us knowing it. There’s a mock in-Tanner ’88 makes the same move at its Albert Maysles, and other legends-to-be 

terview where McKay’s staffers encourage 

very beginning—our first glimpse of the 

of documentary filmmaking—intimately  

him to dial back his enthusiasm for abor-

candidate comes from a screen in a control covered Kennedy’s campaign against Hu-tion rights. “Just say it’s worth studying,” 

booth as Tanner sits for an interview. Before bert Humphrey in Wisconsin. And in print, he’s told. A fire breaks out in Malibu, and long, we’re introduced to the aforemen-the journalist Theodore H. White offered 

McKay’s rushed over for a photo op—“Don’t tioned videographer, Deke, who happens 

a novelistic and behind-the-scenes look 

turn this into an issues thing; it’ll make it to be making a “neorealistic political film at the whole race in the bestselling and 

look like you’re trying to make political documentary” about the campaign, to the 

Pulitzer Prize–winning first entry of his capital out of a fire,” he is warned—only irritation of Tanner’s campaign manager, 

 The Making of the President series. But to be upstaged when Jarmon lands on the 

T.J. (Pamela Reed). “If I hear you use that neither is quite as famous today as a book scene in a helicopter. In a critical speech phrase ‘neorealism’ one more time,” she 

that was branded as a more subversive 

near the end of the film, McKay begins at sighs, “you’re going to be using it outside.” 

take on White’s work—Joe McGinniss’s  The a populist pitch—“The biggest, the richest, But  Tanner ’88 takes its immersion and Selling of the President 1968 (1969), which the most powerful country cannot keep its self-referentiality a few extra miles beyond covered the shrewd, consultant-heavy, and full job force working!” he says. “It cannot The Candidate. The series follows Tanner media-savvy campaign of the man Kenne-tend all its sick people. It cannot feed all its and his campaign from New Hampshire 

dy had outshone in 1960, and introduced 

hungry people or decently house its poor 

all the way through to the 1988 Demo-

Nixon television strategist Roger Ailes to people”—but, mentally worn down from 

cratic convention, with the bare bones of the world for the first time. 

his staff’s entreaties, he starts speaking in each episode’s cameo-heavy plot sketched 

Michael Ritchie’s  The Candidate, re-platitudes as Lucas looks on approvingly 

out in response to the real events of the leased in 1972, was another coming-out 

and stately music fades in. “I think the time primaries. Tanner’s bid is ultimately tor-of sorts for Ailes’s line of work. While the has come when the American people real-pedoed by his own ambivalence about the 

film is nominally about Robert Redford’s 

ize that we’re in this together,” he drones, campaign, which leads him to pursue a 

Bill McKay, a reluctant first-time candi-

“and that we sink or swim together.” 

romance with Michael Dukakis’s deputy 

date trying to keep his ideals and his head The Candidate’s comfortably jaded, campaign manager Joanna Buckley (Wen-straight on the campaign trail, his frumpy, Academy Award–winning screenplay was, 

dy Crewson). In the series’ final episode, pudgy, and crass consultants are the real perhaps unsurprisingly, written by a veter-Kitty Dukakis appears as herself to con-

stars of the show, which winds up being a an political journalist—Jeremy Larner, who sole Buckley about the scandal and ask if Pygmalionesque tale of transformation. 

had also worked as a speechwriter for Eu-

Tanner will endorse Michael, who had by 

“People will look at our stuff and see a guy gene McCarthy. But Larner’s finger-wagging then won the nomination. 

with guts,” one says of McKay early in the didacticism isn’t quite as overbearing on-In an earlier episode, Dorothy Sarnoff, 

film. “They’ll look at the Crock and think screen as it is on the page, thanks to Ritchie’s an image and body language consultant 

he can’t get it up anymore.” 

immersive, documentary-style approach—

employed by Jimmy Carter and Bob Dole, 
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makes a more comic pre-debate cameo at least before their good intentions are a candidate who was born yesterday, but a that sends up her profession in all the 

subverted or undermined by the demands 

consultant, one who in the end swallows 

ways you might imagine. “Here’s the vital of campaigning and the wily masters of 

his principles and reconciles himself to 

triangle,” she tells Tanner, poking at his medium and message pulling the strings  

his amoral employer’s way of doing things, abdomen. “They’re the rectus abdominis 

of American politics from behind the camera. 

rather than the other way around. 

muscles[, which] if used in contraction on Neither spends much time contemplating 

That’s a change that seems truer to how 

exhalation prevent the production of a neg-the possibility that the system might have relationships between candidates and their ative chemical in your system that makes 

larger problems than the existence of the staffs generally work, though it’s motivated you physically have the manifestations 

30-second spot, and neither offers a partic-here less by Klein’s gifts of perception than of nervousness.” The viewer is supposed 

ularly full picture even of the relationships by his animus toward Clinton. Klein was 

to come away from the scene thinking 

between politicians and their strategists. 

discovered as the author of  Primary Colors Sarnoff’s a good sport, but the series’ cam-McKay and Tanner are implausible naïfs, 

thanks to text and handwriting analyses, 

eos are made with the magnanimity of 

resigned to getting pushed around by staff-but the mystery should have been easier 

people with little to lose— Tanner ’88 jabs ers who want them to win more than they 

for Washington’s politicos to solve than it at the superficiality of elections without themselves do. By contrast,  Primary Col-evidently was. Though he’d initially been puncturing any given persona in particu-ors takes a look at a politician with more friendly with him, Klein urged Clinton to lar. Assurances to that effect were surely political gifts, fewer scruples, and a real move right on race and social issues so 

made by the political consultant Altman 

hunger for power: Bill Clinton. 

persistently that the White House—Bill 

hired to help book appearances—Sidney 

No, Clinton himself doesn’t make an 

Clinton!—eventually froze him out. In 

Blumenthal, a reporter for this magazine 

appearance, and the film as a whole is de-retribution, Klein worked to draw more 

and other publications in the ’80s and ’90s void of political cameos beyond the likes attention to Clinton’s personal foibles, an who would go on to become a top adviser  

of television personalities such as Geraldo effort that culminated with his novel, a 

to the Clintons. He appears as himself 

Rivera and Larry King. But the film, writ-frothy mix of barely disguised fact, pure among the guests he convened for a Wash-ten by Elaine May, and the novel it’s based fiction, and salacious innuendo so irre-ington cocktail party in the series’ fourth upon, anonymously written by journalist 

sponsible that even Clinton’s detractors 

episode. They spend their time on-screen 

Joe Klein, are both loosely but clearly based at  National Review called it preposterous. 

offering Tanner banalities. “You’re not go-on Clinton’s 1992 campaign. Bill and Hil-

Notably, of all the criticisms and accu-

ing to win,” a partygoer tells Tanner sagely, lary, the governor and first lady of Arkansas, sations against the couple, personal and 

“just because you’re a good guy.” 

become Jack and Susan Stanton, the gover-

not, that Klein’s novel and the subsequent Naturally, Tanner’s uncomfortable with 

nor and first lady of an unnamed Southern film might have drawn from, the back half this kind of no-nonsense, whip-smart ad-state, played by John Travolta—doing a 

of  Primary Colors centers around the now vice and clearly suspects his run might 

memorably broad impression—and Emma 

long-forgotten allegation that Clinton had have been a mistake altogether. “I allowed Thompson. Campaign strategist James 

fathered a Black child. In both the nov-

you people to exploit me there,” he says of Carville, a character almost too strange for el and the film, the campaign’s efforts to the ad his staffers crafted out of the Beatles fiction, is reshaped into the still aggressive-neutralize the scandal help drive Stanton speech. And, unlike McKay in  The Candi-ly Southern but more intelligible strategist fixer Libby Holden, a character played by date, he never really wises up and commits Richard Jemmons, played by Billy Bob 

Kathy Bates and based on Clinton fixer 

himself to winning—full of convictions but Thornton. Gennifer Flowers, the lounge 

Betsey Wright and White House counsel 

hopelessly devoid of conviction, he shuffles singer who just before the New Hampshire 

Vince Foster, to suicide—a decision that’s steadily toward defeat, wincing and grimac-primary produced edited tapes appearing to not quite believable given her willingness ing through a gauntlet of comic indignities document an affair with Clinton, becomes 

to defend Stanton on virtually all other mat-along the way. In one of the series’ best Cashmere McLeod, a hairdresser who just 

ters. Earlier in the film, we see her punch a scenes, Tanner’s high-minded and high-before the New Hampshire primary pro-

hole through a door, pull out a gun, and jam strung daughter, Lexi, persuades him to 

duces edited tapes documenting an affair 

it in the crotch of the man who recorded 

make a promised but forgotten appearance 

with Stanton, in what amounts to a shot-for-Burton’s phone calls with Stanton. “I’m a at an anti-apartheid demonstration. After a shot remake of Flowers’s press conference. 

gay lesbian woman,” she warns. “I do not 

brief speech urging a comprehensive global One of the more glaring creative liberties mythologize the male sexual organ.” 

boycott of South Africa, he’s unwittingly Primary Colors does take is with the identity As genuinely lurid as the world of the 

handcuffed backward to a chain of activ-

of its main character—not Stanton/Clinton, Clintons has been, this scene in particu-ists and arrested. As he tries to explain the but Henry Burton (Adrian Lester), a Black lar belies the praise  Primary Colors won arrest as an accident at a press conference stand-in for Clinton deputy campaign man-for its realism. But there are larger issues in the next episode, Lexi interrupts him, ager George Stephanopoulos, whom Klein 

with the film’s verisimilitude. Throughout, makes up the rest of his South Africa policy invents and positions as the nation’s con-Stanton/Clinton’s campaign is misleadingly on the spot, and condemns Jesse Jackson 

science. “I’ve never heard a president use depicted as a two-bit, backwater operation for not appearing at the demonstration as words like ‘destiny’ and ‘sacrifice’ without wholly disconnected from any national 

Tanner tries to slink out of view. 

thinking, ‘bullshit,’” he says to Susan early political infrastructure and the wider Dem-in the film. “And OK, maybe it was bullshit ocratic Party. And for a narrative ostensibly BOTH  THE CANDIDATE  and  Tanner ’88 

with Kennedy, too, but people believed it. 

aimed at dismantling Clinton’s self-image, offer us candidates we’re supposed to be-And I guess that’s what I want. I want to Primary Colors is curiously incurious about lieve are flawed but fundamentally good—

believe it.” Here, a pattern is reversed—not his manner and personal affectations. Off Books & the Arts 
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the trail, we see Stanton/Clinton and his team kicking back with ribs behind a trailer in some backwater part of his home state; Travolta’s take on Clinton is even drawl-ier and fonder of Southern idioms than 

the genuine article—a man who attend-

ed Georgetown, Yale, and Oxford and, as 

governor of Arkansas and chair of both the Democratic Governors Association and 

the Democratic Leadership Council, had already become a major and visible advocate for the Democratic Party’s shift toward the political center and technocracy by 1992. 

There are bits and pieces of Stanton/

Clinton the wonk throughout the film, but those moments are less about what he’s 

saying than how he’s saying it—late in the film, for instance, he gives a speech to fac-tory workers about the inevitable demise 

of their sector and the “skills” training that would lead them to new jobs. “I will fight, sweat, and bleed to get the money to make Michael Murphy (right) as presidential candidate Jack Tanner, with his daughter, education a lifetime thing in this country, Lexi (Cynthia Nixon), and Bob Dole in Robert Altman’s miniseries  Tanner ’ 88

to give you the support you need to move 

up,” he tells them. “But you have got to do the heavy lifting your own selves.” We hear nothing more of this and what it means. 

It’s also one of the most boring, although players,  K Street never really shows or says Just as  Tanner ’88 renders a Democratic that’s partially because Soderbergh nails anything surprising. Lobbyists, the viewer Leadership Conference meeting as little 

political Washington’s aesthetics—the se-

is informed, are amoral mercenaries who 

more than an occasion to have asked the 

ries was shot handheld on cheap, digital 

care far less about the substance of the is-Democratic candidates about the Beatles, 

video, which only emphasizes how gray, 

sues they take up than about the thrill of Stanton/Clinton’s speech is intended as 

drab, and dimly lit the spaces D.C.’s op-

landing a big client, whoever it may be. At little more than another demonstration of erators tend to inhabit really are. And in every point when the show seems poised 

his charisma and political gutsiness. The addition to cameos from politicians whom 

to flesh this out further—each and every 

film just moves on, mirroring the political HBO’s viewers were surely thrilled to see—

time things threaten to get morbidly inter-vapidity it putatively laments. 

Orrin Hatch! Steny Hoyer!—a remarkable 

esting—it gets in its own way. In the series’ 

number of those operators appear as them-

third episode, Carville—who can be heard 

TO ITS CREDIT, Steven Soderbergh’s  K 

selves. It’s a veritable who’s who of who’s complaining later in the series that the firm Street, a largely improvised 2003 miniseries thats. You could fit every American out-isn’t getting any windfall contracts from on the lobbying industry, isn’t quite as inside the Beltway capable of recognizing 

Iraq—takes on a PR campaign for the Saudi substantial. There’s policy here—subplots Tammy Haddad—political Washington’s 

regime, which he defends on the grounds 

on trucking regulations and the Record-

preeminent party hostess—onto a bas-

that radical Islamists would take over the ing Industry Association of America’s 

ketball court. She appears in conversation country in its absence. “All these people campaigns against illegal downloads, for 

with McCormack without introduction or 

that want to throw these guys out—who the instance—but it’s overshadowed by the 

explanation anyway, showing off a purse 

hell do they think they’re going to replace it oddity of the show’s experimental prem-shaped like the White House she’d won at 

with?” he asks heatedly. “Tony Blair? No—

ise and central events. It’s about a fictional a dinner for the Larry King Cardiac Foun-you’re going to have all these Waheebees 

lobbying firm whose top consultants are 

dation. John Breaux Jr., a lobbyist and the 

[sic] or whatever the hell they call them-James Carville and Mary Matalin. Both 

son of Louisiana Senator John Breaux, ap-

selves in there.” After another conversation play themselves in a narrative cluttered 

pears as a love interest in three episodes. 

with Chuck Schumer and John Slattery 

CO

up with incomprehensible office intrigues, Naturally, media personalities get screen about the “Waheebees,” the Saudi subplot  UR

the romantic woes of fellow consultants 

time as well—there’s a run-in with Joe 

turns into a dull and unintelligible crime  TES

played by John Slattery and Mary McCor-

Klein on the street here, a lengthy phone story about an illegal transfer of funds—a  Y OF

mack, and—in keeping with  Tanner ’88’s call with Bill Kristol there. In a late episode, situation seemingly orchestrated for in-  THE

ripped-from-the-headlines approach—a 

Carville has a chat with Tucker Carlson and scrutable reasons by the founder of Carville   CRITERION

set of episodes in which Matalin deals with thanks him for babysitting his kids before and Matalin’s firm, played by Elliott Gould, accusations that she may have leaked the 

his appearance on  Crossfire. 

who spends most of the show in his New   COLLE

identity of Valerie Plame. It is, without a Who and what was all this really for? Os-York apartment watching  Mildred Pierce. 

doubt, one of the most baffling things HBO 

tensibly crafted to give viewers a glimpse Really,  K Street’s most thought-provoking  CTION

has ever aired. 

of Washington’s under-heralded power 

scene is one of its first. In the series’ pilot, 66
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Vermont Governor Howard Dean, then cocktail party, then-Representative Ed 

factors to the presidency in 2008—a war, 

running in the Democratic presidential 

Markey offers thoughts on how Democrats 

a financial crisis, demographic changes, 

primary, participates in a mock debate 

can gain and retain suburban voters. “The and new technology that revolutionized 

prep session with Carville and Paul Be-

interesting thing this year is that there are political communication yet again. By 

gala. At one point, Carville offers Dean a a lot of issues like drugs, which only Jesse 2012, it was obvious that some of the very line to use in the event he’s challenged on 

[Jackson] thus far in the Democratic Party same forces, or the reactions to them, were his ability to address racial issues, given is speaking to,” he says. “If a white candi-eroding the Democratic Party’s strength in Vermont’s whiteness—one referencing 

date could begin to talk about the concerns electorally crucial areas; by 2016, the parthe Black populations of conservative 

which suburban, BMW-driving could-be 

ty’s position was weak enough that it was states like Mississippi, then represent-Democratic primary voters are concerned 

defeated by a Republican candidate who 

ed by Republican Senator Trent Lott: “If 

about, their kids, their families—there’s shredded every shibboleth the consultants the percentage of Black folks in your state another side to all this money, which is 

had spent the last five decades compiling. 

was determinative of your record on civ-

what it means in terms of access to a whole Washington movie and TV shows don’t 

il rights,” Carville says, “then Trent Lott bunch of things that undermine the fam-tell us much more than we already know 

would be Martin Luther King.” It’s a good ily.” Democrats, in other words, needed a about politics, but they do deepen our un-line—so good in fact, that Dean went on to white candidate capable of assuaging ra-derstanding of why so few were able to see use it in an actual presidential debate. Lat-cialized suburban anxieties about crime 

Donald Trump and the collapse of politics er, we see Carville and John Slattery crack and cultural change. 

as we knew it coming. “Our lives are more up at a clip of Dean saying it. Here again, That candidate arrived in 1992, although 

and more determined by forces that over-

we’re watching the flacks watch the can-

 Primary Colors doesn’t dwell on those as-whelm the individual,” McKay says in  The didate, only this time with the reflexivity pects of Clinton’s campaign very much at 

 Candidate—this is the first and last you inherent in political docu-fiction taken to all—there are no transmuted versions of 

hear of such forces in the film. Instead, the an extreme—a warning about the blurring 

the Sister Souljah moment, the execution 

film inaugurates a tradition that misses 

line between truth and artifice that winds of Ricky Ray Rector, or Clinton’s speech 

the forest for the trees—critiques of polit-up erasing it entirely. 

at Stone Mountain in the film’s narrative. 

ical professionals that aggrandize them as Instead, we’re given a scene in which Billy the frustrating yet endlessly fascinating WHILE INTEREST IN the roles that lobbyists Bob Thornton’s Carville analogue, Rich-loci of all our problems. “Politics is bull-and operatives play in our politics obvi-

ard Jemmons, is confronted by Burton 

shit,” one of McKay’s activist friends tells ously isn’t wholly misplaced, they’re just for exposing himself to a female staffer 

him early in the film. That may well be so, about the easiest targets around. And in 

and launches into an unhinged racist ti-

but the empty pageantry has a purpose. 

straining to say something larger, these 

rade, ripped straight from the book. “You Our obsession with political hacks has en-narratives all lean on the same social con-

[...] are a honky,” he says. “You just look couraged the public to think about politics cern for added depth: race. There’s a scene Black. It’s the best part of you. It lets you on the hacks’ terms; entirely too much 

in  The Candidate where McKay trudges intimidate the pale faces, especially lib-time we might otherwise spend debating 

awkwardly through Watts; in  K Street, the labs, and work that voodoo sexual shit on policies and values has been given over to Black lobbyist Francisco Dupré, played 

white girls. I’m probably blacker than you trading superstitions about “electability” 

by Roger Guenveur Smith, is exoticized by are. I got some slave in me. I can feel it.” 

and “momentum.” 

his co-workers and has a deeply strange 

This is a talking-to the film implies Bur-Instead, we ought to turn our attention 

improvised heart-to-heart with Donna 

ton ultimately needed. Jemmons, after 

to the defects of economic and political 

Brazile. “This city,” she tells him, “is full all, is invaluable—the very brains of the structures we’ve long taken for granted. 

of castrated brothers.” In  Tanner ’88’s campaign. Burton—a young, stuck-up, 

Filmmakers and artists aren’t obligated 

most jarring episode, the silly romantic 

politically correct liberal, and a political to be political didacticists. But those who subplot about Tanner dating Dukakis’s 

neophyte by comparison—reconciles with 

take up that responsibility and mean well deputy campaign manager is interrupt-him almost immediately. This, the film 

ought to give us more than the easy, know-ed by a stop in Detroit, where we watch 

says, is what it takes to win. 

nothing cynicism we’ve been handed down 

real Black residents confront a fake white In 2008, we elected a president who 

for generations. So, politics is bullshit. Fine. 

politician about violence and poverty in 

resembled Burton more than Jemmons. 

What do we do now? 

their neighborhoods. Throughout, Murphy 

An apex candidate running an apex cam-

Osita Nwanevu  is a contributing editor at  The squirms in what may well have been gen-paign defeated the Clinton machine and, 

New Republic . 

uine discomfort. The episode ends with 

some people allowed themselves to be-

him discovering a child who’d been shot 

lieve, defeated racism itself—all thanks 
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Res Publica

while expressing admiration for a free market guided by what he by Win McCormack

called an “invisible hand,” did not deny the existence of public goods (such as education) that the state was obliged to provide, as Democracy 

neoliberalism does. Queiroz summarizes: “Smith accepts the existence of a public interest independent of individuals’ particular May Be in Danger

interests; on his view, the political life depends  on intentional and collective deliberation on the interests of all. ” This was, of course, also the view of Smith’s equivalent in the realm of liberal political philosophy, John Locke, for whom the legitimacy of government But the future could belong to us. 

depended on the consent of the governed. 

Neoliberalism, in contrast, Queiroz continues, denies the sov-My columns argue in favor of civic republican- ereignty of the people in political as well as economic matters. 

ism, a political tradition that emphasizes This is what the phrase “exclusion of the people in neoliberalism” 

the common good, while also maintaining  

in her article’s title references. Sovereignty, according to adher-that it is not incompatible with Ameri-

ents of the neoliberal faith, belongs to the capitalist marketplace, ca’s other formative political philosophy, which if properly constituted has no need of government inter-that of liberalism, which prizes individual vention, and therefore no need for the populace to be involved in freedom. But there exists a politico-economic creed called neo-setting or approving governmental policy relating to the economy liberalism that, despite its name, is incompatible with both of (and, of course, everything relates to the economy, in one way these conceptualizations. 

or another). The other part of Queiroz’s article, referred to in the The prefix “neo” of course means “new.” To what extent was title as “publicity without a public,” is based on Immanuel Kant’s neoliberalism new—not chronologically new, which it was when hypothetical publicity test: “All actions relating to the rights of it began its ascent in the United States in the 1970s, but sub-other human beings are wrong if their maxim is incompatible stantively new? Classical liberalism had advocated the economic with publicity.” Queiroz contends that neoliberal politicians ad-doctrine of laissez-faire, which meant letting the so-called free here to the following, and opposite, maxim: “pursue neoliberal market determine economic outcomes without interference goals by letting people think (wrongly) that other legitimate goals from government. A direct result of laissez-faire policies in are being pursued.” She maintains further: “This maxim stems nineteenth-century America was a whole series of di-from the fact that their goal—‘overcoming’ public sastrous economic collapses, which were then called deliberation—will be more easily attained if it is 

“panics” but today would be labeled recessions or, kept secret.” Without public deliberation, of course, in some cases, outright depressions. Another result, a public has no real political existence. 

once the Industrial Revolution was in full swing, was In their book  Neoliberalism: A Very Short Intro-the creation of the kind of grotesque economic dis-duction, Manfred B. Steger and Ravi K. Roy divide parities with which we have since become familiar neoliberal theory into three components: its ide-but that were not so prevalent before the Civil War. 

ology, its modes of governance, and its policies. In Economic reforms of the Progressive Era mit-the first category, they say, “these individuals satu-igated some of the worst effects of industrializing rate the public discourse with idealized images of capitalism, and, in the philosophical realm, classical a consumerist, free-market world.” In its modes of liberalism gave way to the “egalitarian liberalism” 

governance, neoliberals inject entrepreneurial val-that we recognize as modern liberalism today. But in the realm ues, such as competitiveness and self-interest, into a process of economic practice, the doctrine of laissez-faire still held sway, traditionally concerned with the public interest. In their actual until the advent of the biggest panic of all time, the Great Depres-policies, they focus on privatization of state enterprises, liber-sion, put paid to this failed conception. First, it was established alization of trade, massive tax cuts, reduction of social services by the new Roosevelt administration that both the stock market and welfare, anti-union drives, and, generally, the downsizing of (by means of the Securities and Exchange Commission) and the government at all levels. 

banking system (through various federal agencies, especially An article by the Institute for New Economic Thinking’s Lynn the Federal Reserve) would be government-regulated. Then, to-Parramore, “our economic system is making us mentally ward the end of the New Deal, FDR’s economic advisers began ill,” traces the development of neoliberal theology from its in-adopting Keynesian economic policies, which provided a means ception in Austria after World War I to its implementation for the government (through public spending) to steer the overin the United States in the 1980s under Ronald Reagan, and all economy without interfering in its actual concrete workings. 

details the maladies it has since spawned in the United States—  IMMANUEL

Any amount of interference in the capitalist marketplace was including distrust, disconnection, and disempowerment—which, anathema to right-wing conservatives, but in order to counter it, I would note, have played no small role in putting American   KANT

they would need a plausible theory of why such intervention—

democracy in peril. She then issues a call for the nation to disen- : HUL

despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary—was unneces-gage from its odious practices. “Such a shift requires enormous T

sary or counterproductive. In her essay “From the exclusion of resources of endurance, commitment, patience, and boldness,”  ON AR

the people in neoliberalism to publicity without a public,” Regi-she writes. “Neoliberals manifested these things. They played  CHIVE

na Queiroz expounds on why opponents of state regulation and a long, tough game to get their ultimately antisocial, anti-life  /GE

Keynesian fiscal policy could not simply revert to classical eco-ideas accepted.… If we learn to play a long game, the future can  TT

nomic theory as first laid out by Adam Smith. Smith, she explains, be our world, not theirs.” 
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