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INTRODUCTION

Just as we were finishing the first draft of this book, the COVID-19
virus began tearing the whole world apart, and nobody’s life—and no
new book about Trump—could be unaffected. Donald Trump had
faced few challenges but had created much chaos during his first
three years in the White House, while the country had been reveling
in peace and prosperity. Pensions were padded, payoffs were
pursued, parks were packed. Then it all disappeared almost before
we knew it was going. A lot of people had worried from November 8,
2016, onward that the end was nigh, and its name would be World
War III. Few had figured on a plague. But Trump’s dealing with
COVID-19 will define his presidency, and we had to deal with his
dealing, front and center, in this book because it exemplifies his
behavior and that of his followers. The trouble was, we could not wait
to see how the emergency turned out, since it would probably still be
turning out, or be freshly returning, on Election Day 2020. The
closer we get to November 3, 2020, the more it looks like that day
will be a pivotal moment in American history, and the more we
thought this analysis had to be informed by the president’s handling
of the COVID-19 crisis.

Then on May 25 a white police officer in Minneapolis slowly and
brutally murdered a helpless Black man in broad daylight as
onlookers filmed the crime and begged the officer to stop. The
country erupted with wider and angrier protests than most



Americans alive today had ever seen as the racism that has betrayed
America’s ideals from its first days was nakedly exposed in all its
ugliness. The demonstrations lasted for weeks and were almost
always peaceful. Local officials in Minneapolis and the state’s
governor immediately aligned themselves with the nonviolent
protestors and took steps to reduce the anger and try to solve the
problems. So did other governors, mayors, police chiefs, and rank-
and-file police officers. What did the president do?

Sometimes emergencies bring out the best in leaders, revealing
unanticipated strengths and sound judgment. Certainly, Americans
needed strong, wise leadership as they woke up every day to the
greatest public health crisis in a hundred years and the greatest civil
unrest in fifty years. The chief executive of the land has the job of
uniting the country in times of perils and using his vast array of
experts to advise him. The epidemic gave President Trump the
opportunity to demonstrate the massive skills at organization and
government that his followers ardently believed he had. And a strong
showing would almost guarantee re-election in November.
Americans would thankfully give a second term to a president who
had just saved the nation from such peril. As for the civil unrest, no
one was better positioned than Donald Trump, because of his past, to
bring peace to the land by joining the cry that Black lives matter as
much as white lives and showing he would work to make African
Americans equal partners in a great America.

Instead of turning this political godsend and this opportunity for
historic healing into buzz-saw momentum in the election, it seemed
to us that Trump proceeded to make the same mistakes he had been
making for the past three years, while his followers, whom this book
is mainly about, kept cheering him on. So the White House’s
handling of the pandemic and the Black Lives Matter protest did not
lead us to reframe our analysis of America’s situation; rather, it
stamped an exclamation point on almost every one of our
conclusions.

But can the world possibly need yet another book about Donald
Trump? If you Google “books about Trump,” the answer seems



obvious: “You’ve got to be kidding!” But while there are many books
about the man and his presidency, favorable and not so favorable, we
could find no book that explains why he acts the way he does. Nor
are there any books that explain his base, the source of his power. In
fact, many observers have thrown up their hands in despair at
Trump’s very steadfast supporters. They seem beyond the pale,
beyond understanding. Well, give us a chance, for we believe we have
solid science-based answers.

First things first. Many people have opined there is something
seriously wrong, psychologically, with Donald Trump. If you proudly
wear a Make America Great Again hat, you may be offended by the
suggestion. For you, as for him, Trump should be immortalized on
his own Mount Rushmore, maybe renamed Mount Trump, as
America’s greatest president. But if you have passed on a twenty-
five-dollar official MAGA hat while observing Donald Trump for any
time at all, you may believe the man is deeply troubled mentally.
Psychiatrists and clinical psychologists have been riveted by his
behavior from the outset of his presidential bid. They wondered
during the campaign, “Is this an act just to get elected?” But by the
time he moved into the White House, many concluded Trump was
not “crazy like a fox” but “crazy like a crazy.”1 This point was made by
one of the mental health professionals who wrote the bestselling
book The Dangerous Case of Donald Trump, edited by Dr. Bandy
Lee of the Yale School of Medicine.2 The conclusions of these
analysts and therapists varied quite a bit, understandably, since
clinical diagnosis remains something of an art. But more than
anything, these psychiatrists and psychologists believed that Trump
displayed extreme narcissism with more than a touch of
psychopathy. He is, as one therapist put it, in a phrase reflecting
years of professional training, “a dog with both ticks and fleas.”3

These professionals have company. Many sophisticated
Washington pundits and presidential observers have deep concerns
about Trump.4 Republican leaders and other influential
conservatives who hoped he would grow into the job have often been
disappointed. Trump’s interactions with his cabinet and senior



advisors led some of them to expose the man, warts, more warts, and
even more warts, to journalists such as Bob Woodward, who
compiled them in his bestseller, Fear: Trump in the White House.5
One senior official, “Anonymous,” reported strikingly similar
information in an op-ed in the New York Times on September 5,
2018, and later, a book, revealing that a group of alarmed officials
had quietly banded together to keep some of Trump’s decisions from
being enacted.6 Other aides, competing with one another for the
president’s favor, leaked damaging information about their
opponents in Trump’s inner circle, which implicitly diss Trump for
hiring their opponents. The Trump White House “leaks” more than
Nixon’s did when he formed the infamous “Plumbers” unit to shut
off the flow. It appears everybody is trying to get even. John Bolton’s
book The Room Where It Happened revealed just how dysfunctional
the White House had become by 2018 and what a terrible manager
and decision maker Trump was.

The combination of brutal personal portrayals and the daily drips
of West Wing scuttlebutt reported regularly from the White House
lawn on the six o’clock news give one pause about the person who
lives at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. Donald Trump, the most
powerful person on the planet, apparently does not have as much
influence as he wants, often exploding in anger in the West Wing, not
to mention ranting publicly on social media when he does not get his
way. He demands all-the-time-on-all-the-issues loyalty from those
around him. As a result, most of the cabinet appointees and high
administration officials who objected, however privately, to Trump’s
plans during his first two years in office have resigned or been fired.
As Trump entered the last year of his four-year term, he surrounded
himself, as much as he could, with advisors who told him he was
always right. That action has given us the equivalent of an
explosives-loaded freight train with no brakes.

We have no formal training in psychiatric diagnosis, so our two
cents worth of opinion about Trump’s mental health might not even
be worth the two cents. But we do agree with those who have called
Donald Trump an authoritarian leader, and we do know something



about authoritarianism from history, from witnessing it in action in
the White House, and from the scientific research on it. We will
explain what we mean by that term in Chapter 1 and then spend the
next three chapters examining how Donald Trump became, over the
course of his life, a very flawed authoritarian leader. The next part of
the narrative will address Trump’s supporters. This is probably the
most important contribution we can make, for even if Donald Trump
disappeared tomorrow, the millions of people who made him
president would be ready to make someone else similar president
instead. Their steadfast backing of Trump is understandable on the
surface because he has delivered much of what he promised. But he
has failed to give them much else that he guaranteed them, even
when he had the wind at his back and open seas with Republicans
controlling both houses of Congress. Yet his base forgives all. They
thrill to the man, and many of them would probably march with
conviction into cannon fire for him. A Guardian/YouGov poll
released on December 2, 2019, reported that 53 percent of
Republicans believe Trump is a greater president than Abraham
Lincoln, who usually comes in first in surveys of historians and
political scientists on presidential greatness. Early in Trump’s
presidency—when he fired the director of the FBI, when he took
children from their parents along the Mexican border, when he said
he was in love with North Korea’s dictator, when he sided with
Vladimir Putin against U.S. Intelligence assessments that Russia had
interfered in the 2016 election—the political analysts and editorial
writers thought, This time he’s gone too far. Nobody’s going to
support that kind of, uh, stuff. But the polls showed that practically
every one of his supporters backed him. Today the pundits simply
shake their heads with dumbfounded resignation when Trump’s base
stands by him no matter what he says or does. “What are Trump’s
supporters drinking?” “What are they smoking? “What are they
thinking?”

Since leaders lead one at a time but followers come in bunches that
make leaders, it has been possible to do a great deal of scientific
research on authoritarian followers. We know how they are created,



where they are concentrated, how they think, why they are so easily
led, why they are so aggressive, and even a lot that they do not know
about themselves. Social scientists have been fascinated for decades
by the authoritarian followers who, as Erich Fromm put it and as
Dostoyevsky portrayed in “The Legend of the Grand Inquisitor” in
The Brothers Karamazov, want to escape from freedom. After all,
the followers make someone into a dictator. Donald Trump only has
the power to flaunt American institutions, treaties, and laws because
he has a large, dedicated base who will believe whatever he says and
do whatever he wants. Accordingly, we spend a lot of time in this
book grasping Trump’s threat to America by explaining his followers.

We believe the base’s endless loyalty springs from the same
psychological trait that some observers think runs deeply in Donald
Trump himself, authoritarianism. Our understanding of these people
is based on decades of research on people who might well support an
autocratic takeover of a democracy. Journalists and commentators
may find this body of study, presented as the core of this book in
Chapters 5 through 11, richly informative about contemporary
American politics and the American electorate. Most people have
never heard of this body of research, but it appears that its moment
has arrived. It provides answers to two questions many concerned
people are asking: What is wrong with Donald Trump? How can so
many people support him? There is a related third question, the
subject of the last chapter of this book: Can this authoritarian
movement be contained before it is too late?

We are not alarmists. If you look at our previous work on
authoritarianism you will see that we always said: “We still have lots
of time; things have not gotten really bad yet.” But the past three
years have been, well, the past three years, and suddenly there is a
real crisis upon us, one unrelated to COVID-19. We do not wish to
frighten anyone because that is one of the ways authoritarian leaders
operate. Rather, we seek to alert and inform, relying on verifiable
facts and the answers nature has repeatedly given in studies about
why Trump and his supporters act the way they do. America faces a
number of very serious problems right now, made worse by its



president. Insight is available and solutions do exist; in fact they
have been around for a long time but they will take a long-term
commitment.



CHAPTER ONE

DONALD TRUMP, COVID-19, “BLACK LIVES
MATTER,” AND AUTHORITARIANISM

When President Donald Trump learned about the novel coronavirus
outbreak in China in January 2020, he dealt with it the way he
proudly claims he deals with almost all his decisions: he played it by
gut instinct. In this situation, his intuition said it was no big deal, so
he took no action. As a result, America, the richest and among the
most medically advanced countries in the world, took totally
inadequate protective measures and became widely infected with the
COVID-19 virus as it spread across the world in January and
February 2020. By May, America, which had 4 percent of the world’s
population, had 29 percent of the world’s COVID-19 deaths.1

Even his staunchest supporters will admit that Donald Trump is
unschooled in matters relating to genetic mutation and viral
transmission. He likely does not know the difference between a
codon and a condom, which is in no way a condemnation, for we do
not choose leaders because they have encyclopedic knowledge.*1

Instead, American presidents have access to experts in almost every
field to advise them on matters outside their knowledge. Trump
supporters also know that the president says he knows more than
anybody else about almost everything. Accordingly, he was not
inclined to listen to the experts who told him the virus posed a very
grave danger to the United States.

By mid-January 2020, when the administration knew the COVID-
19 pandemic had arrived in America, Trump was in firm control of



the executive branch of government. Although he had been all but
indicted for obstruction of justice by Special Counsel Robert
Mueller’s inquiry into the Russian influence on the 2016 election and
had been impeached by the U.S. House of Representatives for the
“Ukraine Scandal,” Trump had been assured by the Republican-
controlled Senate that they would never remove him from office.
Thus, his impeachment trial through January 2020 and the first few
days of February became more a victory lap than a ride out of town
on a rail. By the start of the final year of his first term, he had
accumulated more power than any president in living memory. As a
result, when his instincts told him that the COVID-19 virus was
merely a new version of the flu and of little importance, all the
expertise in the many branches of the federal government, as well as
that available in the private sector, that could have prepared the
country for the upcoming invasion found, maddeningly, that their
initiatives were blocked at the top, and little was done. More
Americans would die because of this action over the next year than
died in the wars in Vietnam and Iraq.

HISTORY OF THE COVID-19 VIRUS
This new coronavirus was quickly recognized by scientists not as
another kind of flu, but rather the latest offspring of a family of
viruses that had earlier produced the SARS (2003) and MERS (2012)
outbreaks. Its origin is unclear. SARS and MERS had originated in
animals and spread to humans. The coronavirus disease (2019), or
COVID-19, closely resembles a virus found in a species of bats. The
virus allegedly first appeared in humans in the city of Wuhan in
central China, home to the Wuhan Institute of Virology. The institute
conducts research on the animal origins of corona-viruses. So,
COVID-19 may have developed in a bat somewhere in China, been
collected by the institute, and then a staff member became infected
and began the spread among humans. It has been determined that
people can carry the disease and not know they have it. It is also
possible that the virus passed from an animal host to a “Typhoid



Mary” in Wuhan without any involvement of the institute. (A
conspiracy theory, favored by Donald Trump, spread that the
Chinese government had produced COVID-19 at the institute as a
biological weapon. But the laboratory, which has connections with
similar laboratories in Texas and Canada and exchanges researchers,
is not equipped to perform bioweapon research. An alternate theory
holds that Americans developed COVID-19 and took it to China.
Help yourself, there is no rule limiting how many conspiracy theories
a person can believe.)2

Suspicion stuck to the Chinese government like mud to a boot
because it had tried to cover up the outbreak. The first known victim
entered a hospital in Wuhan in early December 2019 and did not
attract much attention. But by Christmas, eight unusual respiratory
cases had appeared. The institute was sent samples, identified a new
coronavirus, which it found was extremely similar to SARS. It
notified the hospital and a local government agency. Wuhan officials,
and later national authorities, however, tried to suppress this
information, but two doctors described the illness on WeChat. They
were told by government authorities on December 30, 2019, to stop
talking about it. On December 31, China finally notified the World
Health Organization (WHO) that mysterious pneumonia cases had
appeared in Wuhan. But the cover-up continued for another week as
the Chinese government reported that the disease was not spreading.
By January 8, 2020, the Center for Disease Control (CDC) in the
United States had been alerted by WHO, which notified American
doctors to watch out for patients from Wuhan with a coronavirus.3

The first known infected person to enter the United States was a
Chicago woman who had traveled to Wuhan and became ill after
returning on January 13. A second passenger from Wuhan arrived in
Seattle on January 15 with the disease. But it turned out that two
persons in Northern California may have contracted the disease even
earlier through “community spread.” Similarly, a forty-three-year-
old Frenchman contracted the coronavirus on December 27, 2019,
even though he had not traveled.4



THE UNITED STATES SHOULD HAVE BEEN PREPARED
Trump would later insist that no one foresaw, or could have foreseen,
a crisis like this coming. That was untrue. For years, many people
had warned of such a pandemic. Scientists knew another coronavirus
would come along some day and developed models predicting how it
would spread and what would be needed to minimize the damage.
They knew the best way to protect the country was to keep the new
virus from becoming widely established, and that was done through
mitigation, by quarantining those who had it and keeping the rest of
the population as socially isolated as possible. The Obama
administration had learned much from the Ebola virus epidemic in
Africa in 2014 and ran a simulated outbreak for incoming Trump
cabinet appointees in January 2017 to illustrate the problems sure to
arise in such a situation.5 However, some of the officials reportedly
had no interest in the presentation. And those who did, such as Rex
Tillerson and John Kelly, had been fired or had quit their jobs by
2020. When asked if the president had been informed about these
training sessions, a former official doubted it, stating that it was not
the sort of thing Trump was interested in.6

Nevertheless, various scientific and medical groups continued to
study how to deal with a new plague. A simulation by Johns Hopkins
University in October 2019 cosponsored by Bill Gates produced an
eerily accurate prediction of what would begin happening just two
months later. Scientists and medical officials had been begging the
Trump administration to prepare for a new viral infection. But the
country’s supply of testing kits, face masks, protective clothing,
emergency hospital beds, respirators, and ventilators was grossly
inadequate when the pandemic appeared.7 Sometime in January
2020, according to the Washington Post (which President Trump
denied with a wave of his hand but has not further refuted), US
intelligence officials discovered the cover-up in China and warned
both the White House and congressional leaders that the outbreak in
China was more serious than Chinese authorities were indicating.8
Trump telephoned China’s President Xi Jinping who assured him the



situation was well under control (it was not). Trump, as he had with
Russia’s Vladimir Putin and North Korea’s Kim Jong Un, believed Xi
because he had a personal relationship with him, and he felt the
Chinese leader would not lie to him. Thus, he accepted Xi’s word at
face value rather than the evidence presented by the American
intelligence agencies and took no action. (Later, Trump severely
criticized the WHO for believing Chinese misinformation on the
virus.)

On January 18, 2020, Secretary of Health and Human Services
Alex M. Azar II felt it was his duty to warn the president that a
pandemic might arise across the world from the outbreak in China.9
But the president did nothing, and the message to his staff was clear:
he was not interested in the virus. According to many reports his
staff knew that they should not bother him with uninteresting things
unless they were prepared to be yelled at, cussed out, and “lose
access,” especially if the news indicated he had made a mistake
earlier. Nevertheless, many experts were deeply worried. “Donald
Trump may not have been expecting [an outbreak in America], but a
lot of other people in the government were—they just couldn’t get
him to do anything about it,” one official acknowledged to the
Washington Post, noting, “The system was blinking red.”10

On January 22, 2020, President Trump was asked if there were
concerns about a pandemic, and he made his first public statement
on the matter when he replied, “No. Not at all. And we have it totally
under control. It’s one person coming in from China, and we have it
under control. It’s going to be just fine.”11 But new cases continued
appearing elsewhere, and American health officials began saying
aloud how unprepared the country was for an epidemic. But Trump,
again, portrayed no concern. “It will all work out well,” he tweeted on
January 24. On January 28, 2020, he stated that Johnson & Johnson
was going to develop a coronavirus vaccine.

On January 29, 2020, Chief Trade Advisor Peter Navarro
circulated a memo inside the West Wing warning that the
coronavirus crisis could cost the United States trillions of dollars and
put millions of Americans at risk of illness or death.12 Trump later



denied ever seeing the memo, but the New York Times established
from multiple sources that he had.13 That same day, Secretary Azar
again phoned Trump and repeated his warning from two weeks
earlier. Trump reportedly told Azar he was being an “alarmist.” The
next day, he said of the spreading virus, “We have it very well under
control. We have very little problem in this country at this moment—
five [cases]. And those people are all recuperating successfully.”14

Despite being warned by three sources in his own administration
during January about the possibility of a devastating epidemic
reaching the United States, including twice by the secretary of health
and human services, it appears Trump did not even request to be
kept further informed on the subject. Instead, he dismissed the
warnings out of hand, even belittling an advisor who tried to help
him. The same day Trump issued his “We have it well under control”
statement, the WHO declared the coronavirus to be a “public-health
emergency of international concern,” which was its strongest
warning yet of a spreading epidemic. The next day, January 31,
2020, the White House announced a remarkably weak protective
action: (1) foreigners who had been anywhere in China would not be
admitted into the United States, and (2) Americans who had been in
the Wuhan area would be quarantined for two weeks when they
came back.

This was Trump’s “travel ban on China.” It was only a travel ban
on non-Americans. It did nothing to keep thousands of Americans,
who had traveled elsewhere in China where the disease had spread,
from re-entering the United States without being quarantined or
even checked. Nor did it red-flag travelers, Americans or otherwise,
who were bringing the virus into the United States from, say, Italy or
Spain. Trump acted like a child home alone dealing with a
thunderstorm by closing the front door but leaving all the windows
open. Two days later he was asked if he was worried about the
coronavirus. Trump replied, “Well, we pretty much shut it down
coming in from China.” In fact, it was pouring into the country from
China and everywhere else it had reached. One might argue that
Trump was simply presenting a calm face to prevent panic on Main



Street and Wall Street, while he was industriously setting the
American government to work behind the scenes to deal with a
forthcoming public health crisis. In fact, that is what should have
been done. This was the time to act, and no one was more
responsible for the safety of the nation than the president. Tens of
millions of tests for the new virus needed to be acquired and
distributed. Vast quantities of personal protective equipment needed
to be stockpiled. Hospital facilities needed to be expanded. Medical
ranks of doctors, nurses, and other vital health workers needed to be
reinforced. Equipment such as respirators and ventilators needed to
be purchased in large quantities. Public information campaigns
needed to be planned. Congressional leaders and state governors
needed to be brought into the loop. Decisions needed to be made in
the broadest terms on the highest level about school closures, large
public events, using the National Guard, and so on.

But Trump did almost none of these for the next forty days, during
which time various branches of the government kept warning the
White House of what was about to take place and pleading that
preparations be made. Instead, the country had internal disputes
among Trump’s staff accompanying his deep reluctance (his fear) to
do anything that might trigger a collapse of the stock market and the
broader economy. During those many weeks people got on and off
cruise ships, full airplanes flew from infected areas into the United
States, the Super Bowl and all its parties were held, scads of
professional sports and college games were played, people went to
movies and concerts and ate out and rode crowded transit systems
and coughed nonchalantly at work and did not wash their hands a
dozen times each day because they did not know they were risking
catching and spreading a life-threatening disease that was sweeping
the world the way the Spanish Influenza had done in 1918. As a
result, tens of thousands of Americans would die, and almost
everybody else’s lives would be confined to a box, and the economy
would tank, and the country would go, for openers, nearly four
trillion dollars more into debt trying to cushion the collapse. To be
sure, death and depression and debt were inevitable once the virus



appeared, but it affected the United States much more than it needed
to. For the most part, it was indisputably down to one man: Donald
Trump. Historians, we suspect, will probably decide it was one of the
worst blunders in American history.

Note we said, “For the most part.” Prominent conservative media
voices pitched in and reassured listeners that the issue was
unimportant. Rush Limbaugh announced that the coronavirus was
just the common cold: “Why do you think this is ‘COVID-19’?” Rush
asked, answering (erroneously), “This is the nineteenth coronavirus.
They’re not uncommon.”15 Similarly, various Fox News hosts assured
their audiences the disease was unimportant, being blown out of
proportion, the flu, a political hoax by the Democrats, and certainly
nothing that should affect anyone’s lifestyle. Polls indicate their
listeners believed both them and Trump as he and Fox played Ping-
Pong with this message. As a result, some of these listeners no doubt
ignored the advice medical authorities were giving, based on what
they could see happening in countries such as Italy; rather these
folks carried on as usual and died. We all make mistakes, but news
outlets that echo whatever President Trump says are responsible for
the demise of thousands of their own listeners whom they ushered
into the Valley of Death. We doubt, like Donald Trump, this concerns
them whatsoever.

FEBRUARY AND EARLY MARCH 2020: A TIME OF
MAGICAL THINKING

Instead of preparation in February “while the coronavirus waltzed
right in,” as one epidemiologist put it, Trump remained publicly
unconcerned. On February 10, 2020, he claimed springtime weather
would kill the virus: “Looks like by April, you know, in theory, when
it gets a little warmer, it miraculously goes away.”16 He gave the
same assurance on February 14: “When it gets warm, historically,
that’s when it gets able to kill the virus.” February 19 brought: “I
think the numbers are going to get progressively better as we go
along.” On February 23, he reassured Americans that things were



“very much under control. We had twelve [confirmed cases] at one
point. And now they’ve gotten very much better. Many of them are
fully recovered.” But the rest of the world was not seeing the rapid
recoveries described by Trump. Rather almost every other country
hit by the virus was experiencing rapidly climbing infection rates.
Italy had shut down eleven municipalities in the north. Iran was
reportedly swamped but not talking about it. Japan closed its public
schools. By now it was clear that infected people could spread the
virus even though they had no idea they were carriers. They could
spread it when they had no symptoms, so airport checks had only
caught a fraction of the infections, with the asymptomatic hosts
spreading the virus far and wide.

Stock markets started falling from record highs on February 13,
2020, and that did worry Trump. However, he did not address the
threat of the virus; rather he blamed news networks for worrying
investors, who kept selling anyway. Referring to coronavirus cases,
Trump protested: “It’s going down, not up. We’re going very
substantially down, not up.” But his words better described the stock
market. The next day he predicted: “It’s going to disappear. One day,
it’s like a miracle, it will disappear.” On February 26, he protested,
“This is a flu. This is like a flu,” adding, “Now, you treat this like a
flu” He insisted, “It’s a little like the regular flu that we have flu shots
for. And we’ll essentially have a flu shot for this in a fairly quick
manner.” On February 28, he told a campaign rally that the news
circulating about the coronavirus was a hoax perpetrated by the
Democrats in yet another effort to drive him from office. The
following day he promised that a vaccine would be available “very
quickly,” then he repeated, “very rapidly” and praised his
administration’s actions as “the most aggressive taken by any
country.” Various spokespersons said the threat was being “well-
contained.” “It may get a little bigger,” Trump said on television,
adding, “It may not get bigger at all.”

Meanwhile, American public health experts, doctors, nurses, and
other health professionals, who knew otherwise, were battling the
fast-growing epidemic day after day that threatened to strike them



down too as it had their patients. They became the new first
responders, who, like the firefighters who rushed into the Twin
Towers to save people on 9/11, put their lives on the line for others in
this emergency. Some of these health professionals perished while
fighting through fatigue and frustration to save others, working
without essential testing materials or personal protective equipment
—equipment the president said individual states should compete for
with other states rather than have the federal government provide.
(Trump had declared himself a “wartime President” but bizarrely
insisted those on the frontlines find their own ammunition and
armour.) As the critical month of February ended, the chances
Americans diagnosed with COVID-19 and surviving it were far better
if they headed to countries like South Korea, Singapore, Australia,
New Zealand, or Canada, almost any country other than the United
States and without an authoritarian leader. Through early months of
the pandemic Trump (and his inner circle) embraced what some
called “magical thinking,” which was undeniably divorced from
scientific fact, not to mention reality.17 He insisted COVID-19 was
much less dangerous than the ordinary flu. It had a “much smaller
range of death,” he said on March 2, when it has been proven to be
many times more lethal. He continued promising a vaccine “soon.”
Amplifying this, on March 3, he said the United states would have
“not only the vaccines but the therapies. Therapies are sort of
another word for ‘cure.’ ” On March 4, he reassured Americans,
“We’re talking about very small numbers in the United States.”

“It’s very mild,” he stated on March 6, the day he toured the
headquarters for the Center for Disease Control and Prevention.
“Our numbers are lower than just about anybody.” Word was getting
out that the United States did not have enough testing kits. Trump
bluntly asserted, “Anybody who wants a test can get a test.” But
many people knew that was not true, as testing kits and the chemical
reactant needed to evaluate the test remained in short supply. He
also disclosed that he was naturally gifted in microbiology and
epidemiology: “I like this stuff. I really get it. People are surprised
that I understand it. Every one of these doctors said, ‘How do you



know so much about this?’ Maybe I have a natural ability. Maybe I
should have done that instead of running for president.”18 Then he
revealed he did not know the ordinary flu killed people (even though
his grandfather had died of it).

By now people were leaving supermarkets with carts full of toilet
paper, and the Dow Jones Index was falling like a bungee jumper,
only without the certainty that it would be pulled back before it hit
rock bottom. But on March 7, Trump continued to dismiss the threat,
saying, “I’m not concerned at all.” And he acted unconcerned,
constantly ignoring the advice from public health officials about
“social distancing,” regularly shaking hands and sharing close space
with others in public and setting an example of exactly what not to
do if the disease was to be contained. On March 10, Trump said, “It
will go away. Just stay calm. It will go away.”

TRUMP RECOGNIZES THE DANGER, OCCASIONALLY
By mid-March, Trump could no longer fake it, for he surely realized
Americans were living in mortal danger. On the night of March 11, he
addressed the nation from the Oval Office, reading a speech written
by Stephen Miller and Jared Kushner. (His measured and flat
reading of someone else’s words on the teleprompter reminded many
of a hostage video.) He said the situation was very serious; he
endorsed frequent hand-washing; and he announced that no one
from Europe, save from Great Britain, would be allowed into the
United States. This seriously misrepresented the new policy, and
aides spent the next twenty-four hours saying things were not as bad
as the speech made them seem. But dire times were clearly ahead.
The National Basketball Association canceled its future games, and
Major League Baseball ended spring training. On March 14, Trump
declared a national emergency. Shortly after that, he announced that
Great Britain was also included in the travel ban, and flights turned
around over the Atlantic. Reporters asked him about the abrupt shift
in his message. What changed? He both denied he had changed at
all, and then reverted to his previous nonchalance. “Some of the



doctors say this will wash through.” The “flip” was followed by a
“flop.”

When asked on March 13 if he was responsible for the problem
that had arisen with the shortage of testing equipment for COVID-19,
Trump said, “I don’t take responsibility at all.” Instead, he blamed
President Obama, claiming somewhat strangely that the previous
administration had failed to provide the nation with tests to detect a
virus that did not exist during Obama’s time in office. On March 15,
Trump claimed that the United States “has tremendous control” of
the virus. But the very next day, he said, “[T]he situation was out of
control,” and was “very bad.” Strict new measures would be
introduced and likely last through the summer, and the United
States might be headed for a recession. When asked again how he
rated his performance in handling the crisis, he gave himself a ten
out of ten. On March 16, the White House issued social distancing
guidelines designed to mitigate the spread of the disease. The next
day Trump declared, “I felt it was a pandemic long before it was
called a pandemic.” On March 18, he insisted he had “always treated
the Chinese virus very seriously.” On March 19, he announced that
an anti-malaria drug would be made available very quickly because
he felt it would work against COVID-19. Medical experts did not
agree, so the next day Trump admitted he “just had a feeling” it
would work. But he added, “I’ve been right a lot of times.” An NBC
correspondent observed that thousands now had the disease and
hundreds had died. What would the president say to the American
people to help them deal with their fears? Trump answered, “I’d say
you are a terrible reporter. That’s what I’d say.” He broadened his
attack to the “fake news” media, saying his job of uniting Americans
was difficult because of “dishonest journalists.” Later that day he
added, “We were very prepared. The only thing we weren’t prepared
for was the media.”

As Americans watched these almost daily news conferences in
which the administration’s medical experts repeatedly said social
distancing was essential for stopping the spread of the virus, they
could not help but notice that the experts were standing elbow to



elbow behind the microphone in the confined White House briefing
room. It was suggested they were “display props,” used by the
administration to help portray the president as a commander leading
his united troops into battle. Unfortunately, the visual lowered the
experts’ credibility and stepped all over what they were saying to
anyone who could see.

TRUMP BACKSLIDES
Trump mostly struck the pose in mid-March of a calm, competent
defender of America against “China’s virus,” and his approval rating
rose in the polls. But this “Rally ‘Round the Flag” effect amounted to
only 3 percent, much lower than the boost leaders in other countries
received, and a fraction of what happened to ratings of George W.
Bush after 9/11.19 Trump then announced on March 23, just eight
days after issuing the social distance guidelines, that it would soon be
time to ease up on the containment restrictions so the economy
could recover. He indicated we could accept some future deaths to
have a strong economy again. Otherwise masses of Americans would
kill themselves soon because they did not have jobs. Medical officials
and scientists disagreed, saying that projections about suicide were
highly speculative while the virus was still spreading. Mitigation was
the best weapon against it. As soon as social distancing and isolation
is stopped, the disease will start spreading faster and overwhelming
hospitals. And just proposing to lift the restrictions would lead some
people to ignore them or expect them to be lifted much sooner than
was wise. But Trump wanted to instill hope and confidence in the
public, and he admitted it might be necessary to have some people
die to improve the economy.

Elderly people, poor people, and people with prior medical
conditions were most likely to pay the price, especially if they lived in
big cities where the chances of community spread were greatest.
Republican Lieutenant Governor of Texas Daniel Patrick said the
next day that the elderly would willingly sacrifice themselves to boost
the economy for their descendants.20 Democrats may have recalled



that Republicans falsely said Obamacare would create “death panels”
that would “kill off Grandma” if they thought it cost too much to keep
her alive. Now the GOP seemed to consider Grandma’s death an
acceptable price for restoring jobs. By the end of March, however,
Trump was persuaded by his medical advisors to extend the social
isolation guidelines through April. He also framed the situation in
terms of how many people would have died if governments had done
nothing. He announced he had saved millions of lives, but only
compared to what would have happened if there had been no
doctors, nurses, hospitals, and so on. An objective observer would
have to say that, far from saving lives that would have been lost, the
president had increased the death rate over what it could have and
should have been.

On April 3, President Trump denied that he had earlier said
COVID-19 would be gone by April. On April 4, the New York
Governor Andrew Cuomo, after battling with Trump for a week over
needed supplies and equipment, announced that China was giving
his state a thousand respirators. What was wrong with that picture?
On this same day, Trump announced the end of the crisis was in
sight. In mid-April, Trump was encouraging demonstrations that
demanded the social isolation regulations be removed, even though
the states involved had not met his own criteria for ending the
lockdown. Accordingly, he urged that Michigan, Minnesota, and
Virginia (all states with Democrat governors) be “liberated.” He
complained that some governors were not sufficiently grateful for the
help he extended and told his staff not to include them in future
plans. This startled some, as Trump is the president of all the people,
and the motto of the country had to be “We are all in this together” if
the social isolation measures were to be effective. But Trump kept
dividing the nation. He praised Georgia’s Republican governor Brian
Kemp for ending parts of the state’s isolation measures in late April,
even though epidemiologists warned it was much too soon. Trump
replied that he wanted to start the economy’s recovery and continued
to build pressure to make states “open up for business as usual” in
early May. At the time, the administration knew there were thirty



thousand new cases of the disease every day, and that figure would
surely go up if social distancing was significantly reduced.21

From mid-March on, Trump blamed many others for the fact that
the United States had become the epicenter of the COVID-19
outbreak in the world, namely the news media, public health
officials, governors (in both parties) who kept saying that his daily
portrayal of the situation was filled with lies, the Obama
administration, the Center for Disease Control, the World Health
Organization, Democrats, and especially China. He never
acknowledged that his trusting of his own intuition over the advice of
so many experts had been the major reason so many Americans were
sick and so many had died. Now he was ignoring their advice once
again, rolling the dice that improving the unemployment rate would
be worth however many tens of thousands who would die in the
process because their government considered them expendable, and
it would reignite the epidemic whose spread had been slowed by the
very policy he was now abandoning.

Of all things, face masks produced a battleground between medical
authorities and Trump supporters. After some inconclusive early
findings, it became clear that wearing a face mask in public slightly
protected a person from catching the virus, and it helped keep the
wearer from spreading the disease to others. This was important
because most people who were infected did not know it. Many White
House aides were seen wearing a mask, but not the president. People
attending “reopen the economy” rallies were conspicuously
unmasked, and some carried signs saying they were showing support
for Trump by not wearing one. Some told reporters that making
people wear masks was “tyranny,” and wearing one was a sign you
were against the president. Trump did nothing to discourage this
belief and thus helped create a division in the country over what
ought to have been a straightforward way to control the infection.
Undoubtedly, like the pressure he was constantly applying to open
businesses and send children back to school, people would die
because of this too.



COVID-19 AND AUTHORITARIANISM IN AMERICA: A
TALE OF TWO DISEASES

From time to time, American presidents have thoroughly pinned
themselves to disastrous positions. Lyndon Johnson’s decision to get
heavily involved in Vietnam comes to mind, and Richard Nixon’s
insisting on a cover-up. Donald Trump told the American people
over and over that the COVID-19 virus was not worth worrying
about. It was just like the flu. He had it completely under control. It
was not going to affect anything. And he meant it. He did practically
nothing to protect America, and he kept the government from doing
much as well, even though its medical officers and scientists were
pleading to do something. The United States is projected to lose
more than 200,000 lives in 2020 because of Trump, more than we
lost in Korea, Vietnam, 9/11, Iraq, and the war on terror combined.22

No previous president, however, has tried to change history when
his actions became an undeniable catastrophe. Lyndon Johnson, for
example, chose not to seek re-election in 1968 when he saw how
deeply divided the nation was over the war. He did not say, “I never
said we should send troops to Vietnam.” Richard Nixon resigned
when he saw he would lose the impeachment vote in the Senate in
1974. He did not say, “I was never involved in a cover-up of
Watergate,” when his secretly self-recorded conversations said
otherwise.

But friend and foe must agree that Donald Trump has tried to deny
the undeniable about his reaction to COVID-19. He says he always
took it seriously. He says he knew it was a pandemic before anybody
else. He says he never said it would miraculously disappear once
spring came. He says he reacted perfectly to the danger, “ten out of
ten.” He has a long list of others whom he blames, but he himself was
not at all responsible for what happened to America. Whether you
may like or loathe Donald Trump, the record is indisputable that this
is simply not true. But as remarkable and unprecedented as his level
of mendacity may be, even more remarkable is the fact that about
half the country appears to believe this monumentally false rewrite.



You can see the average of his daily level of support in public opinion
polls at FiveThirtyEight’s “How Popular/Unpopular Is Donald
Trump?” (a composite based on a wide collection of reliable polls.)*2

Except for the small bump at the end of March, when his approval
rating nearly reached 46 percent, he found favor with about some 43
percent of the Americans surveyed day after day, week after week.
Even after he wondered aloud if injecting bleach into people would
cure the virus. Even after he said the crisis was over and we should
go back to our normal lives, although tens of thousands of new
COVID-19 cases were being recorded every day. No matter what he
says, roughly 43 percent of Americans remain with him. You must
wonder, is there anything he could say or do that would change the
minds of his supporters?

TRUMP AND BLACK LIVES MATTER
As the United States was reaching its 100,000th COVID-19 death, a
white policeman in Minneapolis was recorded on video (by a
passerby) murdering a Black man who was handcuffed and being
held down on the paving by a knee on his neck for nearly nine
minutes. The man, George Floyd, begged for his life. The policeman,
hand casually in his pocket as he pressed his knee on Floyd’s neck,
showed supreme indifference before cameras as the onlookers
begged him to stop. Floyd’s dead body was removed by an
ambulance and the video was posted online where it went viral.
Small protests broke out that night, May 25, in the city and more
occurred the next day. When the horrific video became a national
news story, demonstrations against police brutality grew and spread
to other cities. On May 27 President Trump tweeted he had ordered
the FBI to investigate the killing. The next day he told reporters in
the Oval Office that the video of George Floyd’s death had been “very
shocking” and it was a “very bad thing.” But when asked, he refused
to say whether the police officers involved should be charged with
murder. Reports from the White House suggested Trump was torn
between two groups of advisors on what he should do. One group



wanted him to be sympathetic with the African American
community. The other camp reportedly warned he would lose
measurable support from his base if he did not take the side of the
white policemen and condemn the demonstrators as radical leftists
and terrorists. Trump stood at a potentially historic moment in his
presidency when he could have helped rectify 400 years of
unconscionable racial injustice and head off the biggest outbreak of
racial protests the country had seen in fifty years. He had a chance to
do what a president should do, unite the country in time of peril and
try to solve its problems. It was most definitely not the time to fan
the anger of the Black community, city mayors, and various
governors by attacking them. But if you knew anything about Donald
Trump and the people in his base whom he wanted to please above
all others, you could have predicted which way he was going to turn.

Trump became president with a reprehensible record for dealing
with racial matters. For example, in April 1989 a white woman
jogging alone in Manhattan’s Central Park was assaulted, raped,
beaten, and left for dead. But her body was discovered, and she was
taken to a hospital in a coma. The police arrested five teenage boys,
ages fourteen to sixteen, who had been among a group of youths
carousing in the park that night. Four were African Americans and
the other was Hispanic. The youths were interrogated all night
without attorneys, beaten, and by the morning four of them had
signed confessions. When Donald Trump heard of the arrests he took
out a full-page advertisement in four New York City newspapers
calling for the death penalty for each of the accused. He said in the
ad, “I want to hate these muggers and murderers…they should be
forced to suffer.” Later Trump appeared on the Larry King Show,
where he was reproached for the hatefulness in his ads. He replied,
“Maybe hate is something we need if we’re gonna get something
done.” Trump’s newspaper ads ignited public opinion against the
Central Park Five and they were found guilty and sent to prison
based on their coerced confessions, which they had retracted. In
2002 a notorious serial rapist and murderer serving time for other
crimes admitted he had attacked and raped the jogger in Central



Park. His DNA matched the semen found in the victim, who had
made a stunning recovery but could not remember anything about
the attack. The five youths, now young men scarred by years of
serving in penitentiaries, were released from custody with apologies
and money. But Donald Trump refused to believe he had ruined their
lives and he refused to believe they were innocent. He felt the
confession by the real assailant proved nothing. He had made up his
mind they were guilty, and nothing was going to change him. Donald
Trump is so deeply prejudiced the truth does not have a chance.23

Given this, no one should be surprised at Trump’s behavior in
responding to the public reactions to the murder of George Floyd.
His feelings became evident after the large and peaceful
demonstration in Minneapolis ended with a group who broke off and
burned down the local police station, looted stores, and set cars on
fire. Trump ignored the peaceful protest, and he especially ignored
the underlying issues, and began a non-stop week of demagoguery
and threats. Accordingly, in a call to the governors to address
COVID-19, Trump ranted about the demonstrators (“looting leads to
shooting,”) and urging strong-arm tactics (“You’ve got to dominate
the streets!”) and recriminations against those who tried to make
peace (“You have to dominate or you’ll look like a bunch of jerks, you
have to arrest and try people…you don’t have to be too careful…get
retribution.”)24 These “Black Lives Matter” demonstrations
continued, day after day, and night after night, with the president’s
own front yard soon becoming the focus of the demonstrations in
Washington, DC. The largely peaceful but noisy demonstrators
assembled around a fenced-off Lafayette Square, the park adjacent
the North Lawn of the White House. On the evening of June 1,
President Trump gathered the news media in the Rose Garden and
delivered a brief televised speech in which he tried to portray the
increasingly peaceful demonstrations as riots but said he was an “ally
of all peaceful protest.” While the president was delivering his
remarks, mounted Park Police, National Guard units, and federalized
police used pepper spray, billy clubs, and armored vehicles to remove



demonstrators from the streets surrounding Lafayette Park, with live
television covering it all.

Following his provocative Rose Garden remarks, which
conspicuously overemphasized the violence in the demonstrations,
the president took no questions from the reporters he had
assembled, and disappeared back into the White House. He emerged
shortly at the North Portico with a phalanx of senior government
officials who all made their way across the street from the White
House to Lafayette Park, led by the president. In the front row of the
two dozen officials were Secretary of Defense Mark Esper, Chairman
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mark Milley, Attorney General William
Barr, and White House Chief of Staff Mark Meadows, followed by
White House Press Secretary Kayleigh McEnany, son-in-law and
senior aide Jared Kushner, and his wife, the president’s daughter and
senior aide, Ivanka Trump, carrying a large white pocketbook. It was
not clear, at first, where this parade was headed, but no one had
every before seen the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in full
battle dress on the streets of the United States. Soon it became clear.
Trump was heading for St. John’s Episcopal Church, which was
boarded up to protect from demonstrators. Ivanka reached inside
her white handbag and retrieved a bible, which she gave to her
father, who hoisted the bible (upside down) above his shoulder as he
posed for his picture to be taken in front of the church. This entire
drill, removing the peaceful demonstration by force, assembling the
top of the American military and the assorted government officials,
parading through the park to the church, was pure political theater, a
“photo op,” as is known in the news media.

Donald Trump had used the Black Lives Matter protests to flaunt
his authoritarian inclinations and put on a show of a would-be
autocrat for his base. But he was making unprecedented use of the
American military. He had threatened to deploy the United States
Armed Forces to the streets of America to end peaceful protests (by
making them appear out of control). He had required the Chairman
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff to dress in full battle fatigues as part of his
political theatre. (Thankfully, both Secretary of Defense Esper and



Joint Chiefs Chairman Milley told the president he could not use the
active duty military for law enforcement duty anywhere in America.
And after heavy criticism from retired military and others, both men
publicly apologized for their folly of participating in Trump’s political
charade.25) It was a telling moment in the Trump presidency. He was
five months away from standing for re-election and down in the
polls. He was playing to his base as a “law and order president,”
telegraphing that if he is reelected he will use the American military
and force governors to stop uncomfortable protests that address
difficult but important questions of race relations in America. He was
also showing his base that he has moved beyond COVID-19, because
none of these government officials were wearing masks; rather they
were acting like there was no pandemic. Donald Trump’s
performance in Lafayette Park should remind all that he is a
wannabe dictator conspicuously displaying his inchoate
authoritarian rule.26 If he gets another term as president, he has
made clear how he will govern.

THE NATURE OF AUTHORITARIANISM
When you find yourself asking questions about Trump’s unwavering
support and the loyalty of his base, you have wittingly or unwittingly
entered the world of authoritarianism. Stripped to its essentials,
authoritarianism happens when followers submit too much to the
authorities in their lives. What is “too much,” then? When followers
choose to believe a leader who demonstrably and repeatedly lies to
them, ignore undeniable contradictions in his rationales, and back
him to the max when he makes very bad decisions—that’s “too
much.” When they turn a blind eye to obviously immoral and
outright unlawful acts he performs, support him when he places
himself above the law and repeatedly tries to undermine the nation’s
founding principles, and they generally think, feel, and do what he
tells them to, because he is their leader, that is way too much.

Seen this way, authoritarianism involves two kinds of
authoritarians, an authoritarian leader and authoritarian followers.



Most people mean the first when they say someone is an
“authoritarian,” but we shall demonstrate that the followers deserve
the title too and, in their own way, are the more important element
in the compound, the carbon in a carbon-based system. This is the
reason this book about Trump’s authoritarianism is mainly about his
followers. An authoritarian leader will not last long without followers
—lots of them. Since entering the political arena in 2015, Donald
Trump has been called an authoritarian so many times that the
description is in danger of becoming a cliché when it should be an
indictment.27 You will find that at the core of most dictionary
definitions of an “authoritarian person” is someone who demands
complete obedience and denies individual freedom. The most
common synonyms (autocrat, despot, dictator, and tyrant) show that
when used as a noun, it refers to a leader who demands that
everyone obey him. Autocracy is the simplest and most natural form
of government. You find despotism in many animal species. Wolves
have their alpha males, for example. Hierarchies form because
animals seek advantages that help the fortunate ones and their
offspring survive. Early human societies, from tribal units to
fledgling nations were likely built around “one-man rule.” The very
name “kingdom” reveals this. But about twenty-six hundred years
ago, a new form of government, democracy, began to develop in
Greece. It vests ultimate power in the citizens of a state, and over the
centuries since, along a very bumpy road, at a very uneven pace, it
has become the preferred form of governance by most thinking
citizens of a state. Democracy, however, is much more complicated
than autocracy and can be enormously frustrating. Winston
Churchill is credited (possibly incorrectly) with saying, “The best
argument against democracy is a five-minute conversation with the
average voter.” But as he more famously put it, “Democracy is the
worst form of government except for all those other forms that have
been tried from time to time.”28

Certainly, the average person is much better off in a democracy
than being a serf or a slave or a loyalty-swearing citizen in a
dictatorship. But people do not always realize that. Democracies get



into trouble if their institutions lose support and massive dissent
arises. If the traditional political parties continue to fail them,
demagogues will spring to the fore.

As political scientists Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt point out,
most of the democracies overthrown since World War II died at the
ballot box when authoritarian leaders were voted into power.29

Usually these totalitarians did not even bother to throw out the
country’s constitution. They just subverted it bit by bit until they
controlled everything, and it became irrelevant. We do not relish
playing Paul Revere now, but it seems to us that American
democracy is nearly at the point of no return in this process.
Americans elected a very traditional type of authoritarian leader with
Donald Trump—a demagogue. During the first five months of the
2016 GOP primaries, the New York Times was so struck by Trump’s
demagogic rhetoric they gathered and analyzed “every public
utterance” by him, some 95,000 words. They retained historians,
psychologists, and political scientists to review the material, and the
experts concluded it echoed “some of the [worst] demagogues of the
past century.” Trump was campaigning in the traditions of
segregationist George Wallace and anticommunist red-baiter Joseph
McCarthy, “vilifying groups” and “stoking insecurities of his
audiences,” except the Times noted, by contrast, Trump was a more
“energetic and charismatic speaker who can be entertaining and
ingratiating,” thus more engaging than his predecessors, which the
Times found made his demagoguery “more palatable when it is
leavened with a smile and joke.”30 Nonetheless, in words and action,
Trump was and is a demagogue, pure and simple, albeit ranked
stylistically slightly better by one leading American news
organization than his predecessors, like Joe McCarthy and George
Wallace.

The Oxford American Dictionary (3rd ed.) defines a demagogue
as “a political leader who seeks support by appealing to popular
desires and prejudices rather than by using rational argument.” They
almost always crave the role of authoritarian leader. Winston
Churchill (again) dismissed demagogues as “soapbox messiahs,”31



which they are, until they attract a following. Then they can destroy a
nation. A demagogue on a soapbox trying to glue together a group of
followers usually looks comical, but he is almost always an
authoritarian with big plans. He wants to be lifted on high by masses
of adoring supporters to supreme authority, so he can take control of
everything. He may believe all his spiel, but whether he does or not,
demagoguery is just a means to his ultimate end: autocratic
dictatorship.

SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCH ON AUTHORITARIANISM,
BRIEFLY

Academic psychology made a determined effort to understand
authoritarianism during World War II and kept at it for more than
thirty years. The undertaking, fed then as ever by what the journals
would publish and what the funders would support, was set off by
Nevitt Sanford and two colleagues at the University of California at
Berkeley. In 1950, they published The Authoritarian Personality,
nearly one thousand pages filled with psychoanalytic theory and
preliminary explorations in the fields of personality and social
psychology. A fourth contributor, Theodor Adorno, was added to the
project by its sponsor after the work was nearly finished.32 Other
American researchers at the time believed that what happened in
Germany in the 1930s “could happen here” as well. The experience of
McCarthyism soon after The Authoritarian Personality was
published convinced many social scientists that a large segment of
the American public could be stampeded into surrendering the
democratic rights the country had just fought to preserve in the war
against fascism. Reactions to both the civil rights movement and the
protests against the war in Vietnam renewed concern that a sizable
number of Americans were just one step short of voting for a
dictator-in-waiting who promised law and order by “stomping out
the rot.”

However, the research on authoritarianism that had been furiously
undertaken to safeguard democracy stumbled all over itself from the



start. The principal investigators had trouble explaining
authoritarianism. They seemed to link it only to right-wing
extremism, ignoring dictators and followers on the left plentifully
visible on the world scene. The Freudian model of how
authoritarianism developed in childhood and operated in adults
crashed because unconscious psychoanalytic constructs are difficult
to measure scientifically, and the theory had too many “escape
hatches” when the data said it was wrong. Most of all, the principal
tool Berkeley researchers developed to measure the “pre-Fascist
personality,” the F Scale, seemed to be terribly flawed. Hundreds of
American F Scale studies produced almost nothing beyond an
amazing ability to contradict one another. The situation became
terminally hopeless when various researchers began using selected
parts of the F Scale, which differed from one researcher to another,
to measure supposedly the same thing. Standardized measurement,
one of the cornerstones of the scientific method, was stunningly
ignored. By the mid-1970s psychology was stuck in deep muck in this
field, out of gas, and broken from bumper to bumper, and nobody in
his right mind wanted anything to do with authoritarianism. It was
like an abandoned house in town where someone once tragically
died. Devote yourself to it as a scientist, and your career would die
too. Nonetheless, a small number of researchers and curious minds
stubbornly soldiered on. Bob Altemeyer (coauthor of this book) was
among them, as was Sam McFarland of the University of Western
Kentucky, John Duckitt of the University of Auckland, John Jost at
New York University (later Stanford), and Jos Meloen of the
University of Leiden in the Netherlands—among others who have
had the deserted house all to themselves over the past decades and
who have gone romping from room to room trying to make sense of
it all. Progress in understanding authoritarianism was made, but
mainstream psychology was not interested. You will not find the
subject treated, or even mentioned, in most American textbooks
today even at the broadest introductory level. Meanwhile, the thing
itself, authoritarianism, has now caught fire and is threatening to
burn down the whole town. “It” is happening here. Some people see
this and have named it for what it is. But authoritarianism confuses



almost everyone, and many wonder if it can be controlled before our
country is gone.

Authoritarianism is studied by psychologists, political scientists,
and sociologists, with each discipline developing its own focus and
definitions while using its preferred methods. We have focused on
the psychological research in this field.33 No one in the media
apparently knows about this body of evidence but we do not think it
is a secret. Our narrative is largely based on the findings of one
academic investigator, who happens to be the person Dean asked to
cowrite this book. If that was a mistake, blame him. He, however,
believes he has chosen wisely because the data, set forth in the pages
that follow, speaks for itself and should not be ignored as America
faces the crisis we believe lies immediately ahead.

*1 If you have not taken high school biology lately, a codon consists of three adjacent
“letters” on a strand of DNA or RNA that tell a cell what to use next as it builds a protein. If
you do not know what a condom is, ask one of your many children.

*2 See https://projects.fivethirtyeight.com/trump-approval-ratings/.

https://projects.fivethirtyeight.com/trump-approval-ratings/


CHAPTER TWO

DONALD TRUMP’S YOUTH: THE CHILD WHO
IS THE FATHER OF THE CHILD

Why do we consider Donald Trump an authoritarian leader? Look at
the statements below. Do you think he would agree or disagree with
them?

“Winning is not the first thing; it’s the only thing.”
“If you have power in a situation, you should use it however you
have to in order to get your way.”
“I would be cold-blooded and vengeful if that’s what it took to
reach my goals.”
“Money, wealth, and luxuries mean a lot to me.”
“I like other people to be afraid of me.”
“I will do my best to destroy anyone who deliberately blocks my
plans and goals.”

Donald Trump would probably strongly agree with every one of these
sentiments. Not only have his actions betrayed such attitudes almost
daily, he has even said them “aloud” in his books, on his Twitter feed,
and at his rallies. You could put these statements on a poster
captioned, “The Donald Trump Creed.” But while these sentiments
may capture the core of Trump’s outlook on life, he did not compile
this list nor was it put together with him in mind. The statements
come from a psychological test developed in 1996 called the Power-
Mad Scale, which is presented in its entirety in Appendix II.1 It



measures how much a person craves social power, and it was created
to study “social dominators”—individuals who oppose equality
among people and instead believe in domination. We believe Donald
Trump would blow the roof off the Power-Mad Scale because he is an
extreme social dominator. The drive to dominate everyone around
him is a hallmark of an authoritarian leader. It takes no insight to
understand why. Persons who would be king, tyrants-in-waiting,
demagogues screaming from their platforms present no mystery.
Shakespeare did not spend lots of lines delving into Richard III’s
motivation. Wannabe autocrats crave power—lots of thick,
unchecked power, because power gets them what they want. Be it
incredible wealth, borderless fame, the most desirable sexual
partners, revenge served hot or cold, even immortality: power
commands.

Whether you despise Donald Trump or hold him in the highest
esteem, you must admit he has an extraordinarily strong drive for
power which shows up in his need to dominate others. Tony
Schwartz, who spent eighteen months observing Trump in action in
1985–6 as preparation for writing The Art of the Deal, found Trump
has “an absolute lack of interest in anything beyond power and
money.” Schwartz explained: “In countless conversations, he made
clear to me that he treated every encounter as a contest he had to
win…He has spent his life seeking to dominate others, whatever that
requires and whatever the collateral damage.” These experiences led
Schwartz to conclude, “Trump felt compelled to go to war with the
world. It was a binary, zero-sum choice for him: You either dominate
or you submitted. You either created and exploited fear, or you
succumbed to it.”2

HOW TRUMP BECAME AN AUTHORITARIAN
We believe a great deal of Donald Trump’s successes and failures,
including those as president, directly resulted from the way he was
raised and the experiences he had early in life. In fact, as remarkable
as it might seem, if you want to understand why Trump approached



the COVID-19 crisis the way he did, you can find the reasons in
things that happened to him as a child. We will show you the proof in
this pudding in this and the next two chapters. First we look at the
seminal events in his childhood and adolescence. In chapter 3 we
look at how the themes of those formative years were reinforced and
strengthened in adulthood and carried him (so improbably) to the
White House. In chapter 4 we consider how what we have learned
explains the most disturbing presidency in our modern nation’s
history.

Donald Trump has never talked to anyone at length about his
experience of growing up. Tony Schwartz picked up bits and pieces of
the story as he ghost-wrote The Art of the Deal. When Schwartz
asked him to describe his childhood, “Trump became impatient and
irritable. He looked fidgety like a kindergartner who can’t sit still in a
classroom.”3 Even when Schwartz pressed him, Trump seemed to
remember almost nothing of his youth, and made it clear that he was
bored doing so. Nearly three tumultuous decades later Trump agreed
to be interviewed in 2014 by Michael D’Antonio for a biography. But
he only sat for four sessions during which he showed no inclination
whatsoever to describe his childhood. “Trump famously avoids
discussing the past, resists self-analysis,” D’Antonio later explained.4

“I don’t like to analyze myself,” Trump said in one of these
interviews, “because I might not like what I see.”5 Yet he did tell
D’Antonio a few things about his childhood, who presented them in
The Truth about Trump, which we have woven into the narrative
that follows. But most of our information about Trump’s early life
was obtained by Michael Miller and Paul Schwartzman, investigative
reporters for The Washington Post. They interviewed “The Donald’s”
neighbors, schoolmates, and teachers for Trump Revealed, edited by
Michael Kranish and Marc Fisher.6 A very clear portrait emerges
from these sources.

TRUMP IS THE CREATION OF HIS FATHER, FRED
TRUMP



Donald Trump was born on June 14, 1946, in Queens, New York, the
fourth of five children born to Mary and Fred Trump. Trump’s
mother, Mary Ann MacLeod, had come to New York from Scotland
as a young woman and worked as a maid until she married Fred in
1936. She reportedly was very status-conscious and sought to be the
center of attention at social gatherings. She would go to considerable
lengths to be noticed. Donald told a biographer, “Looking back, I
realize now that I got some of my sense of showmanship from my
mother. She always had a flair for the dramatic and the grand.”7 Due
to complications from her pregnancies Mary Trump became sickly
with her fourth child, Donald, resulting in his having a limited
relationship with his mother. Donald’s childhood friends have
virtually no memory of her interacting with him. An early pal, Mark
Golding, recalled, “When I would play with Donald, his father would
be around and watch him play. His mother didn’t interact that way…
Donald was in awe of his father, and very detached from his
mother.”8 Many people, including lots of psychologists, would take
note of this. Attachment theory holds that the quality and reliability
of the mother-child relationship can profoundly impact a person’s
life. An “empty” relationship, or one that is suddenly ended during
the early years can make it very hard for someone to develop trusting
relationships and to love as an adult. They find it much easier to feel
sorry for themselves than for those afflicted by tragedy. Someone
could easily look at Donald Trump’s life through this lens and say, “It
figures.”

Everyone who knew Donald as a youth, and Donald Trump
himself, trace his drive for dominance directly and emphatically to
his father. If you look at photographs of Trump seated at the
Resolute Desk in the Oval Office, you will notice that for several
months he only had one picture on the table behind him: his father’s.
Later his mother’s photo appeared. But it was months later. Fred
Trump was the son of a German émigré, and is uniformly described
as tough, hard-driving, astute, frugal, and accomplished at “working
the system”—in his case getting government support for building
modest homes and apartments in Queens and Brooklyn. A 2018 New



York Times investigation found he amassed a fortune after World
War II, which he kept by cheating on taxes he owed the very
governments that were financing his real estate ventures.9 One of
Fred’s favorite ploys, as he played “catch me if you can” with the
Internal Revenue Service, was to transfer his wealth to his children
while paying only a pittance of the gift and inheritance taxes.
Altogether, with his adult children’s help, Fred slipped more than $1
billion dollars (in today’s money) to his offspring. His
accommodating accountants found nearly three hundred different
channels to pass hundreds of millions of dollars to Donald alone.
(When the Times story broke, Donald’s wealthy sister Maryanne
Trump Barry, who was a senior status federal appellate judge,
resigned rather than face investigation and possible impeachment
for a lifetime of tax dodging.10) Fred Trump clearly believed that if
you could get away with doing something profitable that was illegal,
just do it, and he orchestrated a massive family-wide tax fraud that
allowed him to accumulate and pass along great wealth. Many
suspect the apple of his eye, “Mr. Law and Order” Donald Trump, did
not grow up far from the tree.

With his mother largely making “guest appearances” in family life,
Donald was parented by his father, or not at all. Tony Schwartz
explained to PBS Frontline in 2016 that he had the impression Fred
Trump did not engage in emotions beyond a disciplinarian’s anger.11

Louise Sunshine, who was Donald Trump’s personal assistant and
eventual executive vice-president from 1973 to 1985 had a front-row
seat at numerous interactions between father and (adult) son. “Fred
Trump was a machine,” she said in 2017. “I mean, he was a human
machine. He was driven beyond whatever the description of ‘driven’
could ever mean. And when you look at the picture of Fred and you
look at Donald, you see the great resemblance between the two. And
when you think about Fred’s energy, you see how it is channeled
through Donald.”12 A boyhood friend of Donald, Sandy McIntosh,
remembers Donald’s father as being “cold. He was not a warm
person. I’d see his father at the beach, even, with a suit and a tie and
a hat, a clipped, very kind of military mustache, and simply being



correct.”13 He was the kind of parent featured in the old joke about
the boy who told his parents he had gotten a 95 on the spelling test:
“Who got the other five?”

According to Donald, Fred Trump taught him and his older
brother Freddy to be hyper-competitive to the point of being “killers”
to become “kings.” The father predictably toughened his sons by
being hard on them. Freddy was supposed to take over the family
business, but he fell far short in dominance. He ended up supervising
a maintenance crew in an apartment complex and died of a heart
attack at age forty-three, a recovering alcoholic. “Our family
environment, the competitiveness, was a negative factor for Fred,”
Donald told Michael D’Antonio. “Freddy just wasn’t a killer, and he
didn’t defend himself, which was a fatal mistake.” D’Antonio
concluded that Freddy was a severe disappointment to his father, but
another prince was at hand: “Donnie,” who wanted to be a king.
Donald showed much more interest in their father’s business than
Freddy, who gladly surrendered the role of heir apparent.

We need to pause here and have some sympathy for the young
Donald Trump. While lots of dads (and moms) want their children to
be competitive and, furthermore, to win, Fred Trump appears to
have demanded it as a prerequisite for the little bits of love he had to
give. The intensity of these demands “broke” Freddy, while Donald
may have welcomed the chance to become Number One Son. He may
also have felt great pressure to be a “killer” if he was going to survive
psychologically. What he had to be for his father’s love was a life
sentence. One cannot say how much of a “winner,” a “killer,” and a
“king” Fred Trump wanted his son to be, but there is no indication
that he told his son to ease up, that he had arrived. Instead, Donald
said of his father in 1990, when he was middle-aged: “This is a man
who never lets you forget he’s your father.”14 The message seems to
have been, both by tutorage and Fred’s own example as he pursued
establishing a family dynasty: More, more, get more. It’s still not
enough. That is a very tough assignment to give your child, one
doomed to ultimate failure because nobody gets it all. So, Fred
insisted Donald always be a winner and never be a loser, giving him



an impossible assignment, for no one can always win. But this dark
cloud had a shiny patina. Winning was fun. Dominance was fun. And
as Donald acquired more, more, more, he inevitably discovered the
joys of status, admiration, wealth, and power. Yes, power was the
way to everything else. Ultimately, it becomes the goal in itself.

Donald Trump thinks the drive for power is genetically inherited.
He has said often that his successes come from his DNA, that he is a
“born winner.” He may have inherited a genetic predisposition for
dominance from his father, a combination of genetic settings his
brother Freddy missed. But Donald was raised, twenty-five hours a
day, eight days a week, to intimidate and control others. “That’s why
I’m so screwed up, because I had a father who pushed me so hard,”
Trump let slip in 2007, during an instance Tony Schwartz called “a
brief and rare moment of self-awareness.”15

BECOMING A BULLY
Trump told Michael D’Antonio, “When I look at myself in the first
grade and I look at myself now, I’m basically the same. The
temperament is not different.”16 Which, put another way, means that
Donald Trump never grew up. This is a very common observation
among people who know him.17 As our misquoting of Wordsworth in
the title of this chapter indicates, the child grew up to be a child. By
all accounts, including his own, young Trump was something of a
terror as a kid. Wherever it came from, nature or nurture, Donnie
Trump reportedly had a mean streak. At age five or six he went into a
neighbor’s yard where a toddler named Dennis Burnham was sitting
unattended in a playpen. When the child’s mother came outside,
Donald was throwing rocks at her son.18 Donald Trump’s brother,
Robert, who was born two years after him, told a PBS Frontline
interviewer, “Donald was always the kid in the family who would
start throwing birthday cake at all the parties, that you would build
up a tower of blocks, and he would come knock your blocks down.”19

One day Donald was building a tall structure out of his blocks, but he



needed Robert’s blocks to finish it. Robert loaned him all his. Trump
then judged his building was so wonderful that “I glued the whole
thing together. And that was the end of Robert’s blocks.”20 The story
itself tells us something, but Trump’s telling of it when he was in his
forties—“and that was the end of Robert’s blocks”—tells us even
more. He was still chuckling over how he had “screwed” his little
brother.

People become bullies for different reasons, but clinical
psychologists and social workers would probably not be surprised
that the young Donald Trump was one. Often bullies have
remarkably high opinions of themselves on the surface, but they are
trying to mask an underlying anxiety that they are not up to snuff.
And often they are doing poorly in school.21 When Donald entered
elementary school at a nearby private institution, he was following
three older siblings, including firstborn Maryanne, who was always
an A student. His teachers’ evaluations were significantly less
glowing, which Trump deeply resented. He became “extremely
rebellious,” Maryanne remembered, and threw blackboard erasers at
his teachers. “Who could forget him?” said his former teacher Ann
Trees, eighty-two. She added, “He was headstrong and determined.
He would sit with his arms folded with this look on his face—I use
the word surly—almost daring you to say one thing or another that
wouldn’t settle with him.”22 Trump told Tony Schwartz, “Even in
elementary school I was a very assertive, aggressive kid.” He added
he had once punched a music teacher at the school in the face, giving
him a black eye.23

We must weigh Trump’s tales about himself against his rather
spotty record for truthfulness. No one can remember hearing about
this punch at the time, and Trump had only reached the age of seven
when it supposedly happened. He would have had trouble giving
Little Lord Fauntleroy a black eye. He told this story in 1986 when he
was trying to impress an interviewer with how tough he had been all
his life. But there is something else in these school stories that
becomes a motif in the adult Donald Trump. He said he punched the
music teacher because the teacher did not know anything about



music. Well, maybe W. A. Mozart knew a lot about music at age
seven, but it is for certain Donnie Trump did not. But Trump may
have resented, even as a child, anyone who was smarter than he was.
This may have arisen from teachers’ unfavorable comparisons with
the bright Maryanne. He was supposed to be the best. His father told
him he had to be, so he was. Children with an inflated, unrealistic
sense of how smart they are often react to disappointing grades by
saying the teacher is stupid. Ms. Trees’s description of a defiant
Trump as “surly” fits the bill.

Throughout his life, Trump holds “accomplished” people at arm’s
length. This is the Donald Trump screaming at the joint chiefs of
staff in the Pentagon in 2017 that they are so incompetent, “a bunch
of dopes and babies,” he would never go to war with them.24 This is
the Donald Trump who refuses to accept the scientific consensus
about global warming when he has little understanding of what the
scientists are talking about. This is the president who ignored all the
recommendations and pleas for action about COVID-19 from
medical experts until many Americans began dying of the disease.

Trump used his fists as a child. Always big for his age, he appears
to have specialized in hitting people smaller than himself. The
character named Scott Farkus in A Christmas Story, who harasses
Ralphie daily, probably resembles the young Donald Trump quite a
bit. The kid living next door to the Trumps, Dennis Burnham, told
the Washington Post in 2016 that his parents instructed him to stay
away from Trump. “Donald was known to be a bully, I was a little
kid, and my parents didn’t want me beaten up.”25 Trump also told
Tony Schwartz that he acquired a gang of followers in grade school,
not unusual for a bully. “I was always something of a leader in my
neighborhood…In my own crowd I was very well liked, and I tended
to be the kid the others followed.”26 Another boy who grew up with
Trump in Queens, Steven Nachtigall, recalled that Donald and his
friends would ride their bikes around and “shout and curse very
loudly.” He once saw them dismount to beat up another boy.
Nachtigall still remembered the attack vividly sixty years later



because it was so unusual and terrifying at that age. “He was a loud-
mouthed bully.”27

“I loved to fight. I always loved to fight…all types of fights, any
kind of fight, I loved it,” Donald Trump told D’Antonio.28 But there is
no record or memory, so far as we know, of his ever fighting anyone
his own size, or bigger (aside from, supposedly, the music teacher).

There is another likely connection here between the elementary
school Trump and the man who became president in 2017. If you go
on any schoolyard while a bully and his gang are throwing their
weight around, you will likely discover that the bully has given other
children nasty nicknames to humiliate them, like “Hey, Dirty
Clothes” or “Look, there’s Pimple Face.” His followers will usually
laugh and repeat the taunt. President Donald Trump, despite
occupying an office of dignity and decorum, does this to almost
everyone who opposes him. He seemingly cannot resist adding insult
and injury to disagreement, to make it personal, not just business. It
is, for him, a favorite route to obtaining dominance over someone.
One also notices how often he chooses epithets that apply more to
him than to his target, such as “Lying Ted Cruz” or “Racist Pat
Buchannan” or “Nasty (substitute many female reporters who have
asked a question Trump does not want to deal with).” Similarly, he
often attacks people who criticize him or accuse him of sexual assault
as being “publicity seekers.” Donald likes people to think he grew up
rough and tough on the mean streets of New York City, but his family
lived in a twenty-three-room “Southern mansion” with nine
bathrooms in the posh Jamaica Estates area of Queens. The Trumps
likely prevailed, quietly, for that was Fred’s style, as the richest
patrons of Donald’s school. That may explain why Donald was not
kicked out despite his bad behavior and poor grades. Well-
coordinated as well as big, he found that being a good athlete also got
him out of hot water when he underperformed academically and
overperformed at being “a little shit,” as the music teacher put it
later.29

Michael D’Antonio was asked in 2017, “Who is Trump trying to
be?” and he replied, “He’s trying to be someone like he imagines



General Patton was. When he talks about these World War II
generals portrayed in the movies, he’s explaining something about
himself and what he admires. He really does identify with that kind
of aggression, that kind of authority. His role models…were
aggressive bullies who used strength as a tool and as a measure of
their own self-worth.”30 Or he wants to be Russia’s Vladimir Putin,
China’s Xi Jinping, Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte, Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, or Egypt’s Abdel Fattah el-Sisi.31

TRUMP’S MORAL UPBRINGING
Trump’s parents strove to be respected members of their community,
and that meant being highly respectable. Not a hint of scandal sullied
his parents’ sixty-three-year marriage. But the tax-dodging, “fixing”
Fred Trump had little regard for morality and left the religious
instruction of his children to his wife. It did not work. “The values
[my mother] gave to me were strong values,” Donald once said to a
reporter for the Sunday Times. “I wish I could have picked up all of
them, but I didn’t, obviously.”32 Mary Trump might have had a strict
Presbyterian upbringing, but Donald had only a passing
acquaintance with her beliefs. Fred Trump squared his felonious
habits with respectable Christian beliefs by selecting a package of
Christian beliefs to his liking. On occasions he took the family to
Norman Vincent Peale’s Marble Collegiate Church on Fifth Avenue
in Manhattan. Peale preached a pro-entrepreneur, go-get-’em
Christianity that had nothing whatsoever to do with Jesus’s teaching
that the meek will inherit the earth. Trump admired Peale’s sermons
and considered him a mentor.33 Peale wrote in 1957, “It is an affront
to God when you have a low opinion of yourself.”34 If that is so, God
will seemingly suffer no such affronts from Donald. As for ethics,
young Donald probably thought about God and morality as often as
his father likely did: once a week, some weeks, but not for long, even
then. The commandment he probably learned best as he grew up was
the one his father successfully followed all his life: “Don’t get
caught.”



DONALD IS SENT TO MILITARY SCHOOL
However, Donald did get caught by his parents. They saw he was
underperforming in school and insolent toward teachers who gave
him low marks. He also was a bully, but that probably did not bother
his father at all. Then in 1959 they discovered a cache of switchblade
knives stashed away in Donald’s room. Their thirteen-year-old son
was buying them during secret Saturday-morning excursions into
Manhattan with a friend.35 Fred and Mary considered Manhattan far
too dangerous for Donald, and indeed it would have many
attractions for a thirteen-year-old boy. But we should notice that his
parents did not find “girlie magazines” under his mattress, but
switchblade knives. What possible need did Donald have of them,
especially so many? One of them had a blade nearly eleven inches
long! (“Now that’s a knife.”) There was no reason, really. West Side
Story was running on Broadway and may have provided the initial
appeal. But once Donald got the knives home to Queens, they would
have spelled power with a flick of the thumb. He likely bought them
to impress other kids with how tough and dangerous he was.

Fred erupted with anger, probably mostly because Donald had
disobeyed and deceived him in making the jaunts. He decided to
enroll his son the coming fall in the New York Military Academy,
located an hour’s drive to the north in Cornwall. Donald surely got
the message that he had displeased his father. Most cadets stayed at
the school throughout the academic terms, which meant Donald was
essentially sent away from home for most of the year at age thirteen.
He might have felt banished at first, but by 1959, Fred Trump must
have realized his firstborn son, Freddy, then age twenty-one, had no
interest in real estate. Donald presented the only path to establishing
the Trump dynasty. Fred might even have sent Donald to military
school partly to toughen him up even more, to make him as
determined, self-disciplined, and ferocious for the tasks down the
road as he himself was.

When Donald arrived at NYMA he was assigned to F Company,
which was overseen by a thirty-four-year-old World War II veteran



named Theodore Dobias. Major Doby had served with the Tenth
Mountain Division in Italy and had seen plenty of horrors during the
division’s long grind up the peninsula. Dobias probably bore a good
psychological resemblance to his former commander, General
Patton. He greeted freshmen boys with a rough and ready shock
treatment of verbal and physical abuse. When the headstrong Donald
rebelled at having to make his bed and keep his brass shined, Dobias
reportedly slapped and punched him until Donald realized there was
no way out and conformed.36 Once he had accepted his fate, Trump
embraced the school ethos with both arms. Author Gwenda Blair told
PBS: “He loved military school. He liked the out-front
competitiveness of it. There were so many different ways you could
excel and get medals and ribbons.”37 And just as he had in grammar
school, Trump used his athletic ability to advance himself among his
peers and court favor with the faculty. Dobias, who coached football
and baseball, later told an interviewer, “He always had to be number
one, in everything. He was a conniver even then. A real pain in the
ass. He would do anything to win…[He] just wanted to be first, in
everything, and he wanted people to know he was first.”38 Donald
sought to co-opt authority just as his father did, and he directed his
efforts on the most powerful person in his life at the school. “I
figured out what it would take to get Dobias on my side,” Trump later
told the Washington Post, “I finessed him. It helped that I was a
good athlete, since he was the baseball coach and I was the captain of
the team. But I also learned how to play him.”39 Trump’s academic
performance may have improved at the highly regulated academy,
but it is difficult to believe he was a very good student given the
efforts he has taken to make sure the school never reveals his
grades.40 Fred Trump visited Donald regularly at NYMA, showing a
keen interest in his progress. One imagines the boy showed him his
latest medal or improved academic grade, hoping to please his hard-
to-please father. Dobias probably gave Fred Trump reports on
Donald and recalls “The father was really tough on the kid. He was
very German. He came up on a lot of Sundays and would take the
boy out to dinner. Not many did that. But he was very tough.”41



THE ORIGIN OF “TRUMP”
Donald Trump was best known among his classmates for his athletic
skills. One of his accomplishments in his junior year probably led to
TRUMP Tower, the TRUMP jet, the TRUMP helicopter, TRUMP
Plaza, TRUMP steaks, TRUMP vodka, TRUMP University, and so on.
Donald had gotten a base hit that won a baseball game, and the local
paper carried the headline, “Trump Wins Game for NYMA.” Donald
was transported with delight. “It felt good seeing my name in print,”
he said. “How many people are in print? Nobody’s in print. It was the
first time I was ever in the newspaper. I thought it was amazing.”42

One should note two things about his reaction. First, he immediately
framed the event in a competitive light. “How many people are in
print? Nobody’s in print.” We have to realize that this is the primary
way Trump processes life: “Did I beat everybody else, or did
somebody beat me?” Second, he who had grown up in the media
center of the world was really thrilled by this headline in a small-
town newspaper. That is a little surprising. But suppose you are a
sixteen-year-old whose mother has, for all your life, shown little
interest in you and whose father relentlessly demands that you be a
winner. Would you not find fame and glory the elixir of the gods?
You could impress hundreds, thousands of people at a time through
a newspaper and become somebody great to people who did not even
know you. Do you think there is a chance he showed the newspaper
article to his father the next time Fred visited?

Thus, by his own words, Donald fell in love with publicity while
still a teenager. And this love has only grown. He told Michael
D’Antonio in 2014 that he had a team on his staff who monitored
how often he was mentioned in the media. “There are thousands of
them a day,” he proudly said.43 A sizable chunk of those stories are
extremely critical, even condemning of him. But as Tony Schwartz
explained in The Art of the Deal, for Trump, “good publicity is
preferable to bad, but from a bottom-line perspective, bad publicity
is sometimes better than no publicity at all. Controversy, in short,
sells.”44 And name recognition is everything. So even though his



behavior has led many Americans to have a negative opinion of him,
any publicity satisfies his longing for recognition. Donald Trump
wants to believe that he matters.

IT ALL COMES TOGETHER ON FIFTH AVENUE
Trump was promoted regularly as the class of 1964 moved through
the school’s military program, but he was consistently outshone by
some of his peers who attained more stripes before he did. Then in
the summer of 1963 he was promoted from supply sergeant to
Captain of A Company, leaping over others who had previously
outranked him. It was not the highest position in the cadet corps, but
such a big jump puzzled many. “He was really an afterthought,” a
classmate said later. “He didn’t show much as a freshman,
sophomore, or even a junior, because he would have already been
more than a supply sergeant.”45 Then one of Donald’s sergeants in A
Company got in trouble for abusing an underclassman and Donald
was deemed partly responsible because he did not supervise his
sergeants enough. He lost his command and was transferred to the
battalion headquarters staff.46 Thus Donald’s good fortune quickly
soured, but then a glorious event occurred that we think tied the
threads of his youth into the hard knot of his adult personality. The
school had a crack drill team and it was asked to lead the Columbus
Day Parade in New York City on October 12, 1963. Donald was not a
member of the team, but he was six foot two and could flourish a
proud military bearing. Accordingly, he was place in charge of the
drill team for the occasion and marched in front of it down Fifth
Avenue, thus leading everyone. It must have been a glorious moment
for a boy whose behavior shouted, Look at me, look at me! when he
threw cake at birthday parties. Now he was heading up the frigging
parade straight down the center of Manhattan! He shook hands with
Cardinal Spellman at St. Patrick’s Cathedral at the end of the route,
after which he turned to a fellow officer and said, “You know what,
Ace? I’d really like to own some of this real estate someday.”47 It was



the first sign we know of that Trump was setting his sights higher
than the projects his father built in Brooklyn and Queens.

DONALD DISCOVERS “ARM CANDY” AND LEGENDS
Two very notable features of Donald Trump’s adult life began to
appear after this trip to Manhattan that, as far as we know, had not
appeared before. He began using display to gain status, and he
started weaving a false history about his accomplishments. Both
were obviously done to impress the impressionable. Donald had not
traded on his father’s wealth among his peers. When Fred Trump
early on had his chauffeur drive him up to the military school one
Sunday, Donald was so embarrassed he would not go to meet him.48

But in his senior year he began to show off before his classmates with
the most jaw-dropping, status-boosting, desperately desired trophies
one could have at an all-boys military academy: beautiful girls. Most
Sundays Fred and Mary Trump would arrive at the school with some
attractive, smartly dressed young woman whom Donald would show
around the grounds.49 He was allowed to offer her his arm, but they
could never be alone. Holding hands would have been punished by at
least an hour of marching on penalty detail. Donald could take his
date to the school canteen, which would have become packed with
fellow students dying for a look at a “lovely” and a whiff of
transporting perfume from Saks Fifth Avenue. But never, not ever,
not even hardly ever, to his dorm. Every week brought a different
girl, good-looking, and right out of Vogue. Donald was the envy of
every boy in school. Which was exactly what he wanted. His
classmates voted him Ladies’ Man for the yearbook, not Baseball Star
or Most Ambitious. They probably believed he was enormously
successful with women, and that is why the beautiful girls flocked to
him. What he was enormously successful at was looking enormously
successful, whatever the truth. Then and now, in this way and many
others, Donald Trump reeled in the gullible. Which so far as we
know, he had never particularly done before. Who were these
glamorous femmes? Perhaps acquaintances from wealthy families in



Queens and Long Island whom Donald had dated during the
previous summer. He was tall, fair-haired, good-looking, from a very
wealthy family, and a bad boy, thus a combination that some
immanent debutantes found irresistible. But some of them may
never have known Donald before, but were sent by match-seeking
parents on a chauffeured, chaperoned visit to an exclusive all-boys
school and paraded before the scions of rich families. They were
“princess for a day” at New York Military Academy, brought in to
make the rest of the school envy him. None of the beautiful women
on his arm was a girlfriend. Donald was not in love with any of them.
No one, so far as we know, has ever mentioned Donald’s falling in
love in his youth, or meandering into it, or even ambling nearby. No
one has ever mentioned him having even a steady date until he met
his first wife when he was thirty. Trump’s childhood friend and
fellow student at NYMA, Sandy MacIntosh, identified the major
source of many men’s attitudes toward women at the time: Hugh
Hefner. MacIntosh put it this way: “[The] biggest advice in our lives
came from Playboy magazine…That’s what we learned about women,
so that was all [I had in] my adolescence. And that’s why [learning to
love after] getting out of military school was difficult. You had to
realize that you couldn’t just follow the Playboy philosophy. But I
think that the things that we talked about at that time in 1964 really
are very close to kind of the way Trump talks now, about women and
minorities and people of different religions.”50

Sandy McIntosh also informs us about Donald Trump’s learning
the value of legends in self-promotion at this time, even if they
involved a tissue of lies. Trump had probably been blatantly lying
since he was a child, giving the bully’s standard, “No, I didn’t” to
charges that he had attacked others. But by the end of his senior year
at the New York Military Academy, he began lying and getting other
people to lie, too, for an altogether different reason: to make him
look magnificent. “It was 1964, the year Donald graduated,”
McIntosh reported, “We were walking together near the baseball
field where, he reminded me, he’d played exceptionally well. He
demanded that I tell him the story of one of his greatest games. ‘The



bases were loaded,’ I told him. ‘We were losing by three. You hit the
ball just over the third baseman’s head. Neither the third baseman
nor the left fielder could get to the ball in time. All four of our runs
came in; we won the game.’ ‘No,’ he said. ‘That’s not the way it
happened. I want you to remember this: I hit the ball out of the
ballpark! Remember that. I hit it out of the ballpark.’ ‘Ballpark?’ I
thought. ‘We were talking about a high school practice field. There
was no park to hit a ball out of. And anyway, his hit was a blooper the
fielders very badly misplayed.”51 Thus, by age eighteen, Donald
Trump was at work creating his legend. He wanted to look not just
accomplished, but heroic. Fame’s hook, cast his way through a
headline in a local newspaper and set as he led a parade down the
middle of Manhattan, had captured him for the rest of his life.52

DONALD’S CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT DURING
YOUNG ADULTHOOD

All Trump’s older siblings went to college, with the firstborn
Maryanne shining brightest when she graduated cum laude from
Mount Holyoke College in 1958. Donald therefore understood he
would be heading for university in the fall of 1964. He decided to
become a Hollywood producer and applied to the film school at the
University of Southern California. (The idea also occurred to another
Queens boy, Harvey Weinstein, a few years later.) But USC, which
had the likes of George Lucas and Steven Spielberg in its film school
then, turned Trump down. Thus, he went to his “safe school,”
Fordham University in the Bronx. Donald did not have a madcap
Animal House college experience at Fordham. He lived at home and
spent his weekends working for his father in various outer borough
building projects. His classmates remember him arriving on campus
each day in a sports car, wearing suits and carrying a briefcase. He
took up squash, a rich man’s game, and made the university team
because of his fast, hard-hitting play. Unlike his first year at NYMA,
he made it clear to his teammates, and probably to everyone who
knew him, that he was from a rich family. He had changed that much



in four years. But Donald was unhappy at Fordham because it did
not have a best-of-the-best reputation and by now he had set his eye
on The Top.

By 1966 Donald had decided to become a builder like his father,
only bigger and richer. His biographers agree that he was enthralled
by the image of William Zeckendorf, a larger-than-life New York City
property developer who hired a publicity agent to ensure his name
was always in the news. Zeckendorf lived lavishly in Manhattan,
where his Webb and Knapp realty company owned the Chrysler
Building, the Hotel Astor, and the land where the United Nations
Building was built. He made sure the media noticed his pursuit of the
very best and announced sometimes fantastical real estate ventures
to keep his name in the papers. He was also severely underfinanced,
and his company went bankrupt in 1965, followed by his personal
bankruptcy in 1968. Though he went down in flames, Zeckendorf’s
career inspired the young Donald Trump. In 1966, Trump applied to
transfer to the undergraduate real estate major in the economics
department at the Wharton School of Finance and Commerce at the
University of Pennsylvania. His explanation in The Art of the Deal: “I
decided that as long as I had to be in college, I might as well test
myself against the best.”53 Trump wanted to graduate from an Ivy
League university, and he thought a Wharton degree would impress
financiers.

Donald Trump often implies he went to the highly ranked graduate
business school at University of Pennsylvania, but he did not. He has
a bachelor’s degree from the Wharton undergraduate program,
which is much less prestigious. He bases his frequent claim of being
a “super genius” on his being admitted into the program, which he
maintains was the hardest school in the world to get into. It was not
—not at all. James Nolan, the admissions official who interviewed
Trump, said the acceptance rate was better than 50 percent for
transfer students.54 Furthermore, Nolan was from Queens and had
spent a good part of his youth in the Trump home playing with his
friend, Freddy Trump. Fred Sr. even came along with Donald for his
Penn interview to put an exclamation point to the wealthy family’s



desire that Son Number Two, the Heir Apparent, be allowed to
transfer. Nolan recommended it happen, and it did.55

Trump’s wish to be seen with attractive women continued at Penn.
One fellow student recalls that, “Every time I saw [Donald] he had a
pretty girl on his arm.”56 As at NYMA, the women may not have been
as smitten with Donald as it seemed. Candice Bergen went on a date
with him in her freshman year there. “He picked me up [at the
women’s dormitory]. He was wearing a burgundy three-piece suit
with burgundy patent leather boots, and he was in a burgundy
limousine, so it was very color-coordinated. I was home by nine. It
was a very short dinner.” Asked for her overall impression of him,
she said, “He was a good-looking guy, and a douche.”57

When Trump arrived at Penn he told other students he was going
to be the next Bill Zeckendorf, only he would be bigger and better.58

But although Trump probably knew more about some aspects of real
estate operations and financing than any of his classmates, he
betrayed no sign of wanting to “test himself against the best.”
Classmates remember his being disinterested in his studies. He spent
a lot of time drawing and talking of the Manhattan skyline. Although
he told many people afterward that he graduated first in his class at
Wharton, he did not distinguish himself at all academically and was
not even listed among the fifty-six students on the honor roll at
graduation.59 His marketing professor, William T. Kelly, remembers
him well: “Donald Trump was the dumbest goddamn student I ever
had!”60 Like some other things we have seen, this assessment does
not exactly coincide with Donald Trump’s version of the facts. The
discrepancies will grow ever greater as we consider his years between
his university graduation and his becoming president.



CHAPTER THREE

TRUMP’S LIFE FROM 1968 TO 2016:
ECSTASY, AGONY, FAKERY, FRAUD

Want kind of person do you find President Trump? Here are some
statements from another personality test. Do you think Trump would
agree with them or disagree with them, if he were being completely
truthful about his beliefs?

“There really is no such thing as ‘right’ and ‘wrong.’ It all boils
down to what you can get away with.”
“One of the most useful skills a person should develop is how to
look someone straight in the eye and lie convincingly.”
“The best skill you can have is knowing the ‘right move at the
right time’: when to ‘soft-sell’ someone, when to be tough, when
to flatter, when to threaten, when to bribe, etc.”
“There’s a sucker born every minute, and smart people learn how
to take advantage of them.”
“It is more important to create a good image of yourself in the
minds of others than to actually be the person others think you
are.”
“One of the best ways to handle people is to tell them what they
want to hear.”

These statements come from the “Conman Scale,” which is presented
in its entirety in Appendix II. Like the Power Mad Scale we
considered at the beginning of Chapter 2, it was developed in 1996 to



explore the thinking of people who might want to become
authoritarian leaders. It tries to determine how amoral,
manipulative, deceitful and exploitive someone is. It seemed these
qualities would be found in power-mad individuals, since they make
it so much easier to be a brute. And indeed, scores on the two tests
did go along with each other very nicely.1 The Conman Scale was not
developed with Donald Trump in mind, and of course we do not have
his answers. But we invite you to keep its statements in the back of
your mind as we cover Trump’s life from college until he entered
politics and see how much his behavior during this period speaks of
someone who is amoral, manipulative, deceitful, and exploitive—in
short, a con man.2

DONALD TRUMP: DRAFT-DODGER
When he graduated from Wharton, Donald moved back to Queens
and went to work every day in his father’s office in Brooklyn. He had
never really left the office since he had hopped home most weekends
to work on his father’s projects. Now he was ready to accept his life’s
commission: master all aspects of the family business. But he had a
problem. With his educational deferments gone, he was eligible for
the draft, and in 1968 that usually meant heading to Vietnam. This,
however, was not part of Fred Trump’s grand plans, or his son’s,
either, for that matter. Donald had been given an army physical
exam when he arrived at Wharton in 1966 and passed it with no
problem. Yet, two years later, a physician said he had bone spurs on
his heels, which would keep him from proper soldiering. That seems
preposterous since he had been a star athlete in high school,
regularly played squash, and bone spurs that severe would have been
evident two years earlier. When asked about this later, Trump could
not remember the name of the doctor who wrote the “very strong
letter.” The New York Times happily found him in December 2018.3
He was the late Dr. Larry Braunstein, a podiatrist who rented his
office in Queens from Donald’s father. Braunstein told his daughters
he wrote the letter “as a favor” to his landlord. Apparently



Braunstein’s rent did not go up later when other Trump-owned
properties around his office did. A second podiatrist, Dr. Manny
Weinstein, who rented an apartment from Fred Trump, may have
served as a second opinion for the draft board. It is uncertain
whether either man ever examined young Trump. (Bone spurs do not
go away, so President Trump could show people his deferment was
legit just by walking around barefoot some time.)

We do not know for certain that Donald wanted to dodge the draft,
as his father pulled all the strings. But we do know the Donald
wanted to out-Zeckendorf Zeckendorf. So he stayed at his father’s
side for quite a while, learning how the contracts were won, the
kickbacks were kicked, the profits were hidden, professionals were
corrupted, valuations were manipulated, federal requirements were
ignored, Black tenants were systematically excluded, and the family
fortune was siphoned off to its members with nary a penny going to
the taxman. In his book Surviving at the Top, Trump heaps scorn on
rich men who had simply inherited their wealth, calling them “The
Lucky Sperm Club.”4 In counterpoint, Trump insists he got rich from
his own effort and “smarts,” except for a $1 million loan his father
gave him early on, which he had to repay with interest.5 Millions
upon millions of people believe this tale of how Donald Trump made
it on his own. But the story crashes on some shoals of facts dug up in
the remarkable 2018 investigation by the New York Times of Fred
Trump’s financial records.6 The Trump patriarch began shifting his
wealth to trust funds for his children when they were young. Donald
had received a million dollars by the time he was eight, and he kept
getting more. After he finished college his father gave him a million
dollars each year to live on, with no interest or repayment, nor were
gift taxes paid. In short, it was a blatant tax fraud. Furthermore, as
long as Fred Trump was alive, he helped bankroll all of Donald’s
major real estate deals in the form of loan guarantees, personal
loans, and outright gifts. After he died, he left Donald assets worth
hundreds of millions of dollars.7 (As we will explain, Donald lost
almost all of this rather quickly.)



DONALD TAKES MANHATTAN
Donald Trump lived in Queens for a few years after he graduated
from Wharton, but by 1971, he had an apartment in Manhattan, the
magical island that had first called to him as a thirteen-year-old. His
father was unhappy that Donald wanted to “play” in the high-stakes
real estate business, but he also realized that Son Number Two
presented his only chance of maintaining and expanding the family’s
wealth. So, Donald commuted to his father’s small Brooklyn office
for a while longer, all the while remembering his goal of changing the
Manhattan skyline. He drove around imagining deals he might swing
to secure properties, sometimes accompanied by Louise Sunshine,
his father’s right-hand partner, who had myriad ties to the
Democratic machine in the city. She helped Donald make friends at
City Hall. Far from being a rags-to-riches Horatio Alger hero, Trump
had much going for him when he arrived in Manhattan. He was from
a wealthy family, personally had more money than almost any other
twenty-five-year-old man alive, and had endless connections.

Socially Trump assumed the lifestyle of a prominent but
unattainable playboy, the very stuff of Hugh Hefner’s magazine. It
took him several tries, but he bagged a membership in an exclusive
lounge on Lexington Avenue called simply Le Club. Most of the
regulars were rich and powerful men and, oddly enough, an endless
array of beautiful women were also permitted on the premises. The
membership committee, according to Donald, made him promise not
to hit on other men’s wives.8 It was at Le Club that Donald met the
infamous “fixer” attorney Roy Cohn who had been chief pit bull to
Senator Joseph McCarthy in the 1950s and shared in McCarthy’s
disgrace following the U.S. Army hearings in 1954. Post-McCarthy,
he had returned home to New York City where his unprincipled and
inflammatory legal tactics brought him many clients from the rich
and powerful. Cohn took a special interest in the flashy playboy from
Queens who was getting ink in the gossip columns and soon offered
him some legal advice regarding a problem with the federal
government. Fred Trump had discreetly discriminated against
African American applications for homes in his federally financed



housing projects for years, which led Woody Guthrie to write a song
about it.9 In 1973 the Justice Department hauled Trump
Management Corporation into court. Donald, who was fully engaged
in the discrimination by then, strongly denied the charge. But since
the FBI had statements from some of his employees verifying the
accusation, the firm’s lawyer advised Fred and Donald to settle,
which merely meant they would promise not to do it anymore. When
Roy Cohn learned of the Trumps’ problems with the Fair Housing
Act of 1968, he advised Donald to fight it tooth and nail all the way.
Donald hired him to help do so.

The essence of Cohn’s approach to a lawsuit or a government
investigation or a personal disagreement or a dropped gum wrapper
on a sidewalk was to never admit or apologize for a wrongdoing, but
instead use the media to deny everything. Cohn’s five favorite tactics
were rather simple: (1) Lie without hesitation whenever necessary,
over and over, (2) threaten your opponent by counterattacking much
harder than you were attacked, (3) be ruthless and get even with
anyone who crosses you. (4) If you are undeniably in the wrong and
guilty as sin, accuse your opponent of being ten times worse than you
and put them on the defensive. Finally, (5) if after all this you still
lose, claim you won, and move on. Journalist Marie Brenner says of
Cohn: “Roy Cohn humiliated people. He made up things. He had no
morals. You couldn’t even say that he had the morals of a snake. He
had no morals. He had no moral center.”9 Donald, who had received
almost no moral instruction, found this tutorage and working with
Cohn most agreeable, and instructive. Cohn’s lessons amounted to
graduate school in How to Be an Unprincipled Lying “Killer”—traits
Donald had been developing instead of a conscience since childhood.
He probably wanted to get as good as this master who had gone over
to the Dark Side.

To combat the charge of racism at the Trump properties, Roy Cohn
and Donald Trump called a showy news conference to announce a
$100 million lawsuit against the federal government for damage
done to the Trumps. Then Cohn phoned the Justice Department
official supervising the investigation, Donna Goldstein, and



screamed that he was going to use his contacts in the Republican
Party (Nixon had been reelected in 1972) to get her fired if she did
not immediately drop the case which, he assured her, she had no
chance of winning.10 Cohn then complained to the judge hearing the
case that the FBI was using Gestapo tactics in its searching of Trump
files for evidence. Cohn was bluffing up a storm, and it petered out
miserably. Elliot Richardson was the attorney general, and
Goldstein’s job could not have been safer. The feds had all the
evidence they needed to win in court. And the counter lawsuit was
almost immediately dismissed by the judge. Donald and Fred Trump
settled out of court in 1975 by promising not to discriminate in the
future, which had been the original “penalty.” And the agreement
stipulated that the Urban League would have first dibs on placing
Black tenants in many Trump apartments for the next two years.
Donald, however, told the media the company had won because they
had not discriminated in the first place, and he soon found all kinds
of ways to renege on the Urban League agreement. Years later, he
further lied, falsely claiming the Justice Department action had been
brought against many landlords, not just the Trumps.11

Donald could be boyishly charming and friendly when he sensed
that would pay off. He was never more successful than when he
totally snookered New York Times “society writer” Judy Klemesrud
in the fall of 1976. Donald took the reporter with him on a “typical
day” around New York City in his limousine wearing his favorite
burgundy suit. Was she snowed? Boy was she ever! Her first words
about him in her profile were, “He is tall, lean and blond, with
dazzling white teeth, and he looks ever so much like Robert
Redford.”12 She believed Donald when he said he was worth more
than $200 million, that he was Swedish, and that he had graduated
first in his class at the Wharton School of Finance. The biggest
whopper he sold her was that he was publicity shy.13 This New York
Times piece by Klemesrud gave Donald creditability for the rest of
his life, even though there is hardly a word of truth in it, and it has
been debunked from beginning to end. The truth is still putting on its
shoes, or pants, or whatever while Trump’s early lies are still racing



around the world forty-four years later, huffed and puffed by a man
who has learned that lying works like magic with many people.

Wayne Barrett, the first of many investigative journalists who
would become the bane of Trump’s existence, proved more
perceptive when he dug into the Trump family realty and tax records
at City Hall. When he interviewed Donald, he was offered a better
apartment for his growing family. But Barrett declined and kept
digging. Next he was threatened by lawsuit after lawsuit filed by Roy
Cohn. But Barrett still penned a critical two-part essay for the Village
Voice in 1978.

ECSTASY: ONWARD AND UPWARD
Roy Cohn guided Donald Trump’s first major deal in Manhattan, the
purchase and redevelopment of Penn Central’s decaying Commodore
Hotel. Trump’s role in this and many later deals was to propose a
plan to people who had lots of money and convince them it would
make them even more money. It helped a lot if the people you were
trying to convince believed other people with money were going to
invest. Despite his claim that he was worth $200 million, Donald
Trump did not have much on his balance sheet beyond the proverbial
collection of seashells. But, thanks to his father, he did have a $1
million per year income that made him look rich and his father was
known to have dough. To pull off the Commodore deal, Donald
needed someone to loan him the money to buy the hotel from the
Penn Central Railroad. He needed someone to pay for the
refurbishment of the hotel. And he needed someone of stature to
promise to run the hotel when it was finished and make money for
the financiers, and Trump. He maneuvered, pressured, lied, and
threatened until he had pulled it all off. He told Penn Central he had
a deal with Hyatt Hotels to add the hotel to its chain. He had no such
deal, but he called a news conference to announce that he had a
signed agreement with Penn Central to sell him the hotel. He had an
“agreement,” but it was signed only by him. The railroad was waiting
for a $250,000 payment to show he really was a player. But he didn’t



have any money, so he was stymied. He tried using his father’s
political connections to get the new hotel declared exempt from real
estate taxes. This would give it a significant advantage over every
other hotel in the city. Trump went to an official who could grant the
exemption under a new urban development program and demanded
the tax break. When the official refused, Trump said, “I’m going to
have you fired.” The official stood his ground, but eventually by hook
and crook—mostly a lot of crook, as uncovered by Wayne Barrett—
and behind the scenes work by Roy Cohn, Trump got the tax
exemption, and the pieces fell in place, ultimately creating the Grand
Hyatt New York.14 Afterward, Donald bragged to the media about
how clever he had been. “They [city bureaucrats] only asked to see an
agreement. They didn’t say it had to be signed.”15 But the brash
young man with drive and connections, the “new Zeckendorf,” had
produced in the heart of Manhattan.

Apparently, Trump learned three things from the Commodore con:
Image matters more than reality. If you looked and acted like you
had enormous wealth, people believed you did and behaved
accordingly. Lying works even when it can be easily exposed. Few
people bother to check. And overplaying your hand pays off.

For all his maneuvering and deceit, however, Donald could not
have pulled off the Commodore Hotel deal without his father, who at
a critical point guaranteed the bank loan needed to start
construction.16 And Roy Cohn got him the tax breaks, along with big
media coverage that glorified Trump’s play. But both those men
preferred to work behind the scenes, allowing young Donald to take
all the credit the newspapers gave him.

Resplendent in glorious publicity as a wunderkind savior of
deteriorating Manhattan, Trump soared higher by building Trump
Tower on Fifth Avenue between 56th and 57th streets. Greatly aided
again by his father’s money and connections, and more tax breaks
cleverly arranged by Roy Cohn, he finished the skyscraping edifice to
himself in 1983 and moved into its penthouse apartment as “king” of
midtown Manhattan.17 He had fulfilled, at age thirty-seven, his
dreams of owning a piece of Fifth Avenue and changing the



Manhattan skyline. And now his amazing success led to incredible
ruin.

AGONY CREATED BY HUBRIS
Autocracy and personal glorification often travel together, and most
authoritarian leaders feature their own magnificence in their
movements. Making yourself famous and admired helps you win
friends and influence people. Donald Trump did not learn this from
his father, who preached “Be a killer,” but not “Be famous for being a
killer.” But he knew something his father did not appreciate: fame
not only felt good, it converted to power at better than par.
Accordingly, he purposely created a lot of hype when he moved to
Manhattan, the famous place where fame’s hook had caught him
earlier. Generating hype proved easy-peasy because the many media
outlets and inlets there have a voracity for stories that demands
feeding every twenty-four hours. Celebrities could get their names in
print just by hitting the nightclubs where the gossip columnists hung
out. Donald Trump knew this. As Tony Schwartz quoted him in The
Art of the Deal, “One thing I’ve learned about the press is that they’re
always hungry for a good story, and the more sensational the
better.”18 However, the pursuit of fame can turn into an insatiable
lust that takes over your life, as many one-hit wonders in popular
culture can tell you. Trump himself knew this, as he said in
Surviving at the Top in 1990: “The more celebrities I meet, the more
I realize that fame is a kind of drug, one that is way too powerful for
most people to handle.”19 You dip your toe, you stick in a foot, both
feet, and you discover you are in quicksand. Fame can be addictive.
But one problem with needing gobs and gobs of attention from
others is that other people have lives too. And while the media feast
on celebrities, they especially like new celebrities, or new stories
about old celebrities. There are newspapers, not oldspapers. The
question would have arisen for Donald Trump as it does for any
celebrity: What have you done lately that is more spectacular than
everybody else’s spectacle? If the answer is nothing, then you suffer



withdrawal from this kind of drug and get a very painful attention
deficit disorder. Donald’s growing hubris was driving him toward a
cliff without brakes.

TRUMP ALCHEMY: THE SADIM TOUCH*

Besides the inherent pleasure of being admired far and wide, and the
power that fame would bring someone as power-hungry as Trump,
there was another reason he had to keep on succeeding ad infinitum:
his father’s open-ended command to make all the money he possibly
could. As a result, Donald Trump went gambling on gambling. New
Jersey had recently legalized casinos, and Trump heard the betting
businesses were making money faster than they could count it. As
well, casinos became magnets for well-heeled celebrities and
performers, whose very presence in your hotel and on your stage lent
luster to your name. Fred Trump was against making this move,
pointing out that his son knew nothing about running a casino. But
Donald had come to believe from his string of real estate victories in
Manhattan that he had great instincts for making the right move,
and he believed casinos would pay off for him in the most
spectacular way possible.

In 1984 Trump borrowed a truckload of money from banks
impressed with his track record to build a gambling spread in
Atlantic City. In 1985 he borrowed more millions to buy a second
Atlantic City casino without so much as inspecting the building. Then
in 1986 he borrowed still more to buy stock in a third Atlantic City
casino, still being built, the Taj Mahal, which was going to be bigger
than his first two casinos. He had three glittering gaming houses in
the seaside resort by 1987, which he had acquired by amassing
mountains of debt. Donald was betting the suckers who came to his
casinos would lose enough money to meet the interest payments he
owed to the bigger suckers who had loaned him the money to get the
casinos and still leave him big profits.

Had lenders known more of Donald’s management style, they
might have had second thoughts in lending him so much money. At



this stage of his career, Donald’s bullying behavior, which no one
mentions noticing in his teens and early adulthood to this point,
reappeared. According to John O’Donnell, once a Trump executive,
Trump would make whirlwind tours of his first casino, the Trump
Plaza, and “depending on his mood, a stray cigarette butt on the
carpet or an employee’s scuffed shoes could unleash in him a fearful
tirade, always accompanied by a stream of expletives.” Steve Hyde,
O’Donnell’s boss, told him that “our most important job might be to
shield the Trump Plaza staff from Donald’s volatile and
unpredictable moods.”20 O’Donnell reported that midway through
1987 Trump decided to convert a space at the top of the Trump Plaza
tower to an exclusive lounge for high rollers. But since the tower was
already built and had pipes in the roof, the ceiling in the lounge had
to be about a foot lower than usual to hide the infrastructure
plumbing. But Donald liked high ceilings, so he swore mightily every
time he visited the work site. After the reason for the low ceiling was
explained to him, he said “Okay.” Then he would explode the next
time he visited the workplace. One day after the ceiling was finished
Trump led a group of twenty executives and contractors on a tour of
the new lounge. “Donald looked up at the ceiling as if it was the first
time he had seen it; then he looked at Steve [Hyde]. ‘What the fuck is
this?’ he said. ‘Who said to make this ceiling so low?’ ‘You knew
about this, Donald,’ Steve replied. ‘We talked about it, if you
remember, and the plans—’ Suddenly Donald leaped up and punched
his fist through the ceiling. Then he turned on Steve in a rage. ‘You
cocksucker! Motherfucker! Where the fuck were you? Where was
your fucking head?’ ”21

By many reports, numerous members of President Trump’s staff
have witnessed such a scene, right down to the seven-point Richter
Scale outburst after Trump was reminded that he had previously
approved the ceiling height. The truth was so unbearable that Trump
humiliated his chief officer in his casino in front of other executives
rather than take responsibility. Trump also ripped into his family,
including his first wife, Ivana, who suffered protracted public
humiliations. Donald made her president of the Trump Plaza



because she was good at business, and he could trust her. Yet one
night in the summer of 1987, when visiting her casino, he found a
dice table that she had reserved for a high roller expected to show up
later. “How could you close one of my tables on the busiest fucking
night of the year!” he shouted at her on the casino floor. “I can’t
believe you could be so stupid. Do you know how much money I’m
losing here? Stupid! You’re costing me a fortune! This is the
stupidest fucking thing I’ve ever seen!”22

By that time Trump had taken a mistress, Marla Maples. Ivana
found out, and the marriage was falling apart fast. Ivana’s biggest
“sin” was apparently that she had gotten older and no longer made
other men envy Donald. He wanted her out of Atlantic City, so he
moved her to New York to manage the Park Plaza Hotel, which he
had recently bought. She held a farewell cocktail party for some sixty
of her casino managers and their partners and became emotional
when she gave her farewell speech. “Donald then walked up to the
microphone. ‘Look at this,’ he said, turning to her. ‘I had to buy a
$350 million hotel just to get her out of here and look at how she’s
crying. Now that’s why I’m sending her back to New York. I don’t
need this, some woman crying. I need somebody strong in here to
take care of this place.’ ”23 That didn’t make any sense. If Ivana was
too emotional to run a hotel in one city, why would she be up to
running one in another? Many in attendance appreciated the real
reason Donald was running her out of town, and soon Trump made
sure everyone knew as he publicly paraded his affair with Maples to
humiliate Ivana when she would not go quietly into the night.
Protected by various prenuptial agreements, he was intent on
making Ivana suffer all the way to the divorce courts while their
children watched.

We suspect Trump became so aggressive at this time because he
had stuck his neck way, way out in Atlantic City, and his head was
about to get chopped off. In October 1987, the stock market crashed
on “Black Monday,” and real estate values plummeted. Prudent
investors cut their losses, but Trump, ignoring all warnings and
believing completely in his instincts, energetically increased his debt



load. Trump’s investment strategy became more and more like
someone losing his shirt at a roulette table. Each loss was interpreted
as a sign his luck was about to turn. You just had to lose enough
times to start winning again. Thus, in 1988, he bought a humongous
yacht to anchor near one of his casinos. Then he bought a commuter
airline. As mentioned, he bought the Park Plaza Hotel in New York.
Next he acquired the Taj Mahal Hotel and made it (naturally) “the
greatest casino in the world” for a mere billion dollars. Everything
got named TRUMP, and objective analysts reported he showed no
business acumen at all and recklessly overpaid for almost everything.
When the banks around the world finally stopped climbing over one
another to loan him money, he sold junk bonds that promised a
return of 14 percent a year, or more. He spewed bold confidence in
the future and in himself. It fooled many people in the late 1980s
who had grown desperate in bad times. Most of all, he fooled himself
as his “infallible instincts” led him to running hells bells off a cliff.
For a while he made his interest payments by selling assets given him
years ago by his father, but these had run out.

Trump had no one to blame but himself for the way he had
mangled his life. Not only were ceilings coming down on him, but the
walls were closing in, so, in December 1990, he made a bold
underhanded move that gave even his father considerable pause.
Donald sent “The Bank of Dad” a twelve-page document that needed,
he said, an immediate signature. As his eighty-five-year-old father
worked his way through all the legal rigamaroles, supposedly aimed
at protecting the family fortune from Ivana’s divorce settlement, he
saw that his son was sneakily trying to get him to change his last will
and testament so that Donald would have vast powers over the
family’s wealth. Fred Trump realized the document was “an attempt
to go behind his back and give his son total control over his affairs.
He said he feared that Donald would sign over all his empire as
collateral to rescue his failing businesses.”24 Fred Trump might have
proudly thought to himself, the boy’s a chip off the old block for
trying to sneak a bad deal past him. But he had his own lawyers
produce a different codicil that protected his fortune from Donald



and from all the people to whom Donald owed money. However, he
did give his son enough cash to meet an interest payment due in just
a few days. Always determined to cheat the government of gift taxes,
he sent an intermediary to buy $3.35 million worth of gambling
chips at one of Donald’s casinos and not use them.

But most of Donald’s showy and unwise investments kept losing
money faster than one could count it. All three casinos closed and the
Park Plaza Hotel declared bankruptcy in 1992. While Trump lost a
whack of his own money, it was the various banks, buyers of his junk
bonds, and hundreds of subcontractors who had built Trump’s
casinos who took the big hit.25 Unlike William Zeckendorf, Donald
Trump avoided personal bankruptcy thanks again to his father and
to his siblings with whom Fred Trump had stashed large piles of
assets. The junk bond holders found they held junk. Many of the
subcontractors went out of business, ruined because they could not
afford the long court cases Trump threw up to keep from paying
them for the work they had done. There is no record of Trump’s
expressing regret for their losses. Tony Schwartz wrote, “I never saw
any guilt or contrition about anything he’d done.”26 He observed that
Trump “seems unconstrained by even the faintest hint of conscience.
Trump feels no more shame over his most destructive behaviors than
a male lion does killing the cubs of his predecessor when he takes
over a pride.”27 The banks, whom Trump owed nearly $2 billion,
decided at the end of 1990 not to call in their loans (which would
have lost them most of that money) but instead negotiated with
Trump and effectively took over most of his assets, which they hoped
to sell off. They left Trump officially in charge of the operations in
the belief his name added value to the properties. He was given a
living allowance of $450,000 per month that enabled him to live a
very extravagant lifestyle and convince others his name was still
worth its weight in gold, not lead.28

Thus, Donald Trump continued to look rich as far as the public
was concerned, but he was thoroughly shattered by the collapse of all
his ventures. Trump’s personal assistant Louise Sunshine said, “I
think the downtime for him (in the 1990s) was really a shock, and he



was not prepared for it. It caught him totally off guard. It was
probably the biggest challenge of his life.”29 Trump himself tells the
story that he was walking down Fifth Avenue in 1991 and across the
street he saw a man in front of Tiffany’s with a tin cup, and he said,
“You know, right now that man is worth $900 million more than I
am.”30 One of the bank negotiators told reporters later that at the
last minute two Japanese lenders rejected the negotiated deal, saying
Trump was getting off too easy. Trump was asked to phone them to
try to change their minds. But instead, “Trump (sounded) miserable,
dejected, as if he were almost crying. ‘Why bother? There’s no way
this is getting done. It’s all over.’ ”31 It should have been. The New
York Times published an account of Trump’s finances from the years
1985 to 1994, based on copies of his 1040 tax forms it had
obtained.32 Over that decade, Trump lost $1.17 billion dollars,
probably more than any other person in the country.

When all the banks finally agreed to let Trump continue to “look
like a million dollars” so they could get the most for his former
properties, Trump took heart and began to swagger once more. In
1995 he put his name and a few assets into a new company and
enticed investors to put their money in a publicly traded stock
identified on the ticker by “DJT.”33 Hundreds of millions of dollars
poured in, a good deal of which Trump diverted into his own pockets
as living expenses, salary, and bonuses. Then he had his company
buy the two debt-ridden casinos in Atlantic City that he still owned,
so his publicly owned company turned out to be a chute for
channeling investors’ cash directly into his pocket. As well he used
investors’ dough to open new casinos outside Atlantic City, all of
which failed. Through such misguided maneuvers, DJT lost more
than $1 billion by 2004 when it filed for bankruptcy. The investors as
usual got almost nothing. Trump walked away much the richer.

The five bankruptcies he produced over this period showed what
Trump did best as a businessman: crash and burn. Even though his
father tried to help, Donald’s mad spree in the 1980s ran up debts far
beyond his family’s ability to pay. His DJT reprise from 1995 to 2004
showed he had learned how to extract millions of dollars for himself



despite his failures as a businessman. Image was more important
than reality. But there is no denying that he failed time and again
because of one bad judgment after another. Trump proudly claims he
is the “King of Debt.” But no one has ever called him the “King of
Profit,” and that, supposedly, is the idea.

EFFECT OF FAILURES ON TRUMP
How did Trump fail so spectacularly? He got himself into his messes
by vastly overestimating his own inherent wisdom, relying on his
instincts, and by believing his own publicity that he was a master
dealmaker. The early failures should have thrown up a formidable
challenge to his unbridled belief in himself. He might have concluded
he was not as smart as he thought he was and hence become wiser.
Instead, he blamed his setbacks on outside forces, such as the stock
market crash of 1987, and especially on other people. He blamed his
Atlantic City failures on three of his casino executives who had died
in a helicopter crash in 1989. They had mismanaged the operations,
not he. (This unjustified criticism of the dead men, along with the
false narrative he gave to the media that he had come “this close” to
being on the copter with them, creating the impression that fate was
protecting him, so disgusted John O’Donnell that he quit in protest
when Trump came after him too.34)

Although it was his largest financial failure, Atlantic City was not
the first time Trump had screwed up royally and blamed everyone
but himself. Believing everything he touched turned to gold, he also
bought the New Jersey Generals of the upstart United States Football
League in 1984 and basked in the free publicity he got almost every
day in the sports pages. The United States Football League scheduled
its games in the spring to avoid competing with the NFL, but it had
trouble drawing fans in months that meant baseball to Americans,
not football. Trump convinced his co-owners to move to the fall in
1986, promising them a lucrative TV contract. When he could not
deliver the league collapsed. But Donald had one more trick up his
sleeve: the USFL would file an antitrust suit against the NFL and, he



assured his co-owners, be awarded millions of dollars. It did file, and
it won the case. And it was awarded $3.76!35 So whose fault was it?
The other owners, Trump said. “If there was a single key
miscalculation I made with the USFL, it was evaluating the strength
of my fellow owners. In any partnership, you’re only as strong as
your weakest link.”36

His business record indicated that in any enterprise involving
Donald Trump, he was apt to be the weakest link. Yet he insisted,
just as Roy Cohn would, that the opposite was true. “I win,” he wrote.
“I always win. In the end, I always win, whether it’s in golf, whether
it’s in tennis, whether it’s in life, I just always win.37 And I tell people
I always win, because I do.”38 But the facts tell an altogether different
story. Going back at least to his days at New York Military Academy,
when he failed despite his strong competitive drive to become the
highest ranking cadet, to his being denied admission to University of
Southern California, through his mediocre performance at Fordham
and Wharton, to being caught (with his father) discriminating
against Black renters in Brooklyn, to the monumental failures in
Atlantic City followed by the loss of the Park Plaza Hotel in New
York, the collapse of Trump Airlines, the failure of the New Jersey
Generals, making DJT into a penny stock, the disgrace of the corrupt
steal-from-the-poor Trump University, not to mention the numerous
other lawsuits he lost or settled out of court because he was going to
lose, Trump has been a loser over and over, much more often than he
has won.

ROOTS OF TRUMP’S NARCISSISM
Donald Trump has wanted to be the center of attention since he was
a child, but his need to be noticed remained relatively subdued and
controlled prior to his arrival in Manhattan. Yes, he wanted to stand
out as a ladies’ man in high school; yes, he wanted to be remembered
as a sports hero; yes, he drove a sports car to college and wore a
business suit; yes, he was rich. But no one who knew him during
those years mentions his being a braggart. If he was full of himself,



he was at least not spilling over. And even when he “arrived” in
Manhattan and cultivated the image of irresistible playboy and
dynamic developer, he seemingly tried to keep the spotlight on him
only for “instrumental” reasons—it was good for both business and
pleasure. No one mentions his being an incredibly boring person,
only able to talk about himself. But by 1986 Tony Schwartz noticed
as he sat by Trump’s desk for months on end that “he has no
attention span…it’s impossible to keep him focused on any topic,
other than his own self-aggrandizement, for more than a few
minutes.”39 And Schwartz discovered that Trump frequently lied in
his storytelling to make himself look grander than he was. But why?
By 1986, Trump had been living in the penthouse in Trump Tower
for three years. He appeared to be the king of Atlantic City. He
seemed to be fabulously rich. So why was he telling everyone how
amazing he was? Most people probably already thought he was
amazing. But we now know that at this time, when Trump seemingly
began to go out of his way to tell everyone how smart he was as a
businessman, he reported $68.7 million dollars in business losses on
his taxes.40 And Tony Schwartz was sitting there in Trump’s office in
the first place because Trump had hired him to write his self-
glorifying biography since Trump felt he was not getting enough
national exposure.41 By all reports, Trump’s drive for glory has only
grown far more intense since then. It is not just that he talks about
himself in the highest terms all the time, he cannot talk about
anything else for long. That is a sure sign that he spends a
considerable amount of the day thinking about his grandness. He
had become a narcissist. He never sees a mirror he does not like, and
he had fallen in love with fame and praise not just because they are
addictive, as he himself noted, but because unending acclaim and
adulation serve a deeper purpose in his personality. Donald’s need
for glory is so powerful, all the praise he gets from the world is not
enough, and never can be enough. So he must keep piling it on
himself.

Narcissism can have many causes, but if you feel unloved as a child
and unlovable, you can protect yourself by developing an



exaggerated sense of worth. Most of us are our own number one fans,
but a narcissist builds an arena full of worshipers in his head who
applaud everything he does. Donald Trump was short-changed in the
loving parent department. His mother had little interest in him, and
his father’s affection was very conditional. By Donald’s own account,
Fred Trump’s insistence that his sons follow in his footsteps and be
“winners” was so intense that it drove Freddy Trump to alcoholism
and an early death.42 That is pressure. Fred Sr. demanded a lot from
Donald, but he helped him out constantly in business. Donald is fond
of saying he got rich the “old-fashioned way.” Well, inherited wealth
is old-fashioned. The New York Times’s October 2, 2018,
investigation of Fred Trump’s finances concluded that in every era of
Donald Trump’s life, his finances were deeply entwined with and
dependent upon his father’s wealth. If Donald had not had such a
rich and well-connected father, he would have been a “loser” in all
his business ventures up to the mid-1990s, including those that are
counted as his successes. His father knew it and had warned his son
from the beginning not to take the risks he did. Fred Trump surely
expressed his disappointment as he wrote yet another check or
shifted more millions to save his son one more time. We do not know
that Fred ever directly told Donald that he was a loser, but nothing
would have hurt Donald as much. He says his father always told him
he was “the greatest.” But if you watch Donald Trump long enough,
you will learn that when he uses a superlative like “greatest,” he is
usually lying. We think he is lying to himself more than anyone else,
and whenever he begins to have a doubt about a decision he made,
whenever he imagines his father’s voice telling him he is a loser, he
immediately starts singing a song of praise to himself. And the more
he fails, the louder the song.

We are hardly the first to offer this explanation of the man. Tony
Schwartz told the Guardian in 2018, “There are two Trumps. The
one he presents to the world is all bluster, bullying and certainty. The
other, which I have long felt haunts his inner world, is the frightened
child of a relentlessly critical and bullying father and a distant and
disengaged mother who couldn’t or wouldn’t protect him.”43 In a



sense, Donald Trump was set up to fail by his father. As we noted
earlier, the contest to be the best never ended. Donald was told to
run his heart out in a race that had no finish line. Being the absolute
best can take over your life because there is always something more
to be accomplished. Michael D’Antonio put it this way: “In his
frenzied sprint through life, [Donald Trump] had continually sought
to raise the bar in his own game, suggesting to the world that a
successful man’s trophies must be ever more glittering and
impressive, lest he be judged a failure.”44 Therefore, each “win”
makes you a loser if you cannot beat it. Trump can never get across
the board to be crowned the king that Fred Trump told him he must
be. Kings’ Row moves away with each advance he makes.

FROM FAKING IT TO FRAUD
By 2004 when his publicly traded company DJT became bankrupt,
Donald Trump again had more money than almost everyone, thanks
to the salaries and bonuses he took out of DJT. But he had run out of
bankers and brokers who would give him money for a new venture.
He was down to his last and biggest asset, his name. He had, over the
years, created an equivalence in many minds between Trump and the
best. So, he figured (correctly) if someone had a product to sell, why
not license his name with its implication that the product was the
best that money could buy. The result was the TRUMP Hotel in
Toronto and the TRUMP Resort in Indonesia, along with TRUMP
steaks, wines, and so on, and he insisted always his name must be all
capitalized. People assumed a shirt bearing his label would be just
like the one he wore. What Trump surely liked best about selling his
name was that people believed these were his projects and
properties, not merely licensing deals, so he must own almost
everything. Trump liked the optical illusion.

About the same time a TV producer named Mark Burnett was
looking for a hook for a new reality show. Burnett had developed the
successful Survivor series for CBS, which plopped assortments of
interesting people on an island somewhere and gave them chances to



eliminate one another (via a ballot box) until only one remained.
Burnett lived in New York City, and it occurred to him, one day while
filming on the Amazon River, that you could play Survivor on
Manhattan Island too. Only instead of watching contestants sleep in
the rain while their clothes got ratty and they plotted in dim lighting
whom next to eliminate from the tribe, the TV audience could watch
aspiring corporate executives screw one another over while trying to
win the favor of the big corporate cheese. Burnett wanted someone
swashbuckling and famous to be the big cheese. He found just the
guy to say “You’re fired!” every week living in Trump Tower. The
show was produced by Burnett and Trump on a floor in Trump
Tower that was converted to a boardroom and living quarters for the
contestants. It was a big hit the first year and held a steady audience
thereafter. Trump played the Major Domo for fourteen seasons—a
very long run for this sort of thing. He featured his properties, his
products, and his family all the time. He was making money by the
truckload, and besides that, he was now more famous than ever. But
the entire series was pure fakery.

A staff writer at the New Yorker peeled back the façade of The
Apprentice. Patrick Radden Keefe explains that the series portrayed
Trump not as the “skeezy hustler who huddles with local mobsters”
that they found, rather “as a plutocrat with impeccable business
instincts and unparalleled wealth—a titan who always seemed to be
climbing out of helicopters or into limousines.” Those who created
the television series told the New Yorker they “knew he was a fake,”
a man who had just gone through more bankruptcies than they could
count, but they “made him out to be the most important person in
the world. It was like making the court jester the king.” One of the
early producers recalled when checking out Donald’s Trump Tower
offices, “We walked through the offices and saw chipped furniture.
We saw a crumbling empire at every turn. Our job was to make it
seem otherwise.” Because Trump was never prepared for the largely
unscripted show and occasionally fired the wrong person, the
producers often shot three hundred hours of footage to get a one-



hour show; by reverse engineering it, cutting it, and splicing it every
which way, they were able to make a show in the editing room.45

After launching his reality TV career, Trump also created a
multilevel marketing scheme called Trump University, which was
Donald’s most conspicuously fraudulent business undertaking and it
targeted widows and retirees who could not afford to be scammed.
The aftermath of the Trump University con was still ongoing when
he announced his presidential candidacy in 2015. As Maria
Konnikova wrote for the New Yorker during that campaign, the best
evidence of Trump’s potential con artistry comes from the lawsuit
against his defunct university, a for-profit educational scam:

That suit accuses Trump of actual fraud, or, as the decision [to continue the
case] puts it, of the use of “deception, misrepresentation, concealment,
suppression, false pretense, false promise or unconscionable contractual
provisions” to “defraud.” If, in the end, the ruling goes against Trump, we will
be able to say, definitively, that he is a con artist—that he deliberately
engaged in deception, using a wholly incidental platform to attain ends of
money and influence.

The ruling did go against Trump, and the case was consolidated
with an even larger class action California case, filed by former
students, which not only laid out Trump’s fraud, but charged him
with criminal racketeering under the RICO law, for which there are
civil penalties. The lawsuits spelled out the criminal con which
Trump operated for several years. Under oath, his former employees
admitted it was all a giant scam. For example, one employee who
worked in Trump’s office at 40 Wall Street, where Trump University
was based, testified that “while Trump University claimed it wanted
to help consumers make money in real estate, in fact, Trump
University was only interested in selling every person the most
expensive seminars they possibly could.” The sworn statement
concludes, “Based upon my personal experience and employment, I
believe that Trump University was a fraudulent scheme, and that it
preyed upon the elderly and uneducated to separate them from their
money.”46 Trump University, now an open record of Donald’s
business practices, was closed down, and he paid $25 million to



settle the lawsuits, a way to end his exposure without admitting guilt.
So, as he always does, he moved on to another con, becoming
president of the United States.

DONALD TRUMP AND WOMEN
We are about to move into Donald Trump’s life as president, so this
is a good place to consider his relationship with the part of the
population that should least want him there: women. One of the
female contestants on The Apprentice accused Donald Trump
publicly in 2015 of sexually assaulting her in a hotel room one year at
season’s end. She was one of twenty-five women to come forward
with such charges against Trump, which of course include the
bombshell recording of Trump telling another man that he
frequently kissed and groped women without their consent, and he
had discovered that they would “let” him grab their genitalia if he
wanted to.47 Altogether about two dozen women have publicly
asserted that Trump sexually assaulted or harassed them, with the
severity ranging from unwanted kissing to rape. Trump denied all
the charges and said in October 2016 he would sue these accusers.
But he has not. Should we believe he has been wrongly accused? Bob
Woodward reports the advice Trump gave a friend who had admitted
some bad behavior toward women: “You’ve got to deny, deny, deny,
and push back on these women. If you admit to anything and any
culpability, then you’re dead. That was a big mistake you made. You
didn’t come out guns blazing and just challenge them. You showed
weakness. You’ve got to be strong. You’ve got to be aggressive. You’ve
got to push back hard. You’ve got to deny anything that’s said about
you. Never admit.”48 The friend he was advising had assaulted the
women, but Trump was telling him that the facts had nothing to do
with the situation. Just lie.

Donald Trump appears to place women into three categories: sex
object, smart and talented, and the rest. He admits he lusts after
beautiful young women and sometimes has trouble keeping his
hands off them and kissing them.49 The women who say Trump



assaulted them almost uniformly describe what he calls kissing as an
oral assault in which he jams his tongue in their mouth. It is about as
romantic as a punch in the eye and seems to be done for the same
reason: dominance. Trump sees women with a butcher shop
mentality, most frequently referring to them as mere “pieces of ass.”
He told Esquire in 1991, “It really doesn’t matter what [the media]
write as long as you’ve got a young and beautiful piece of ass.”50 He
told Howard Stern he could call his daughter Ivanka “a piece of
ass.”51 In 1997, he told New Yorker reporter Mark Snyder that ideal
company would be “a total piece of ass.” And judging by Stormy
Daniels’s report, sex with Trump comes straight out of the “slam,
bam, thank you ma’am” school of fast break coitus in which he
displays no interest whatsoever in what the woman is experiencing.52

To borrow from Thomas Hobbes, sexual intercourse with Donald
Trump appears to be solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.
Beautiful women are sexual objects to Donald, useful for making
other men envy him and for “relaxing” him, but otherwise
unimportant and utterly interchangeable.

Trump once said, “Men are better than women, but a good woman
is better than ten good men.”53 Category Two of Trump’s view of
women contains the few women whom Donald Trump has hired to
do important jobs in his businesses and administration. Louise
Sunshine, a Democratic Party operative, served as his first personal
assistant in Manhattan. Barbara Res supervised the building of
Trump Tower. And Ivana Trump, his first wife, became a true
working partner in his real estate business for many years. Kellyanne
Conway directed Trump’s campaign to victory in 2016 and serves as
counselor to the president. Hope Hicks was the White House
communications director. Trump entrusted the job of defending him
to the media to Sarah Sanders and then Kayleigh McEnany. Nikki
Haley served as his ambassador to the United Nations from 2017 to
2018.

The last category of women, according to Trump—women in
general—contains the remaining 90 percent or more, women who
are not beautiful enough or competent enough for Trump. He thinks



that women in general are awful and holds them in contempt, seeing
them as sinister, aggressive, but clever manipulators who are out to
exploit men. He is especially contemptuous of accomplished women
and women who stand up to him—as he has shown regularly in his
press conferences. In 1992, he told Philip Johnson, a reporter for
New York Magazine, that you “had to treat women like shit.”54 He
also claims, “Women are really a lot different than portrayed. They
are far worse than men, far more aggressive. And boy, can they be
smart.”55 But not as smart as he, because he understands (he thinks)
what women are up to. And everything that goes wrong in a
relationship is their fault. Thus, he endorses the classic blame-the-
woman excuse for men’s infidelity. It was Ivana’s fault that he got a
mistress because Ivana’s beauty faded, and he lost interest in her. It
was Hillary’s fault that Bill Clinton wandered, as Trump made clear
in a comment when he retweeted on April 16, 2015: “If Hillary
Clinton can’t satisfy her husband what makes her think she can
satisfy America?”

As a president seeking re-election, Donald needs women. They can
make the difference for him. But he has done little to win their
allegiance; rather, he has offended even more as president.56

* “Sadim” is “Midas” spelled backwards. A Sadim touch turns everything gold into
something base.



CHAPTER FOUR



TRUMP’S PAST AS PRESIDENTIAL
PROLOGUE

The last two chapters hopefully provide a better understanding of
Donald Trump than Americans had when they went to the polls in
November 2016. His supporters thought he was a very successful
entrepreneur whose business acumen made him worth, he claimed,
about eight billion dollars. He was not. His detractors may have
believed this too, but they saw him as vain, prejudiced, and uncouth.
Still, few realized how deeply his ugly side was rooted in his
personality and how it could cripple his presidency. Trump himself
probably did not realize this, and that just as in his business career,
as president he would keep making the same mistakes over and over.
He is not half as brilliant as he tells himself and others. But why
should he conclude this? He has been elected president of the United
States. He is the most important and politically powerful person in
the United States if not the world. Nevertheless, we submit that
denying his behavioral proclivities has only made things worse as he
careens through his presidency chasing a goal of universal adoration
that will remain forever beyond his reach. As one of his former
closest associates, Michael Cohen, told the House Oversight
Committee on February 27, 2019: “Since taking office [Trump] has
become the worst version of himself.”1

Becoming president has traditionally been the highest goal one
could have in the United States, and previous presidents have usually
considered it the crowning achievement of their lives. But the day
after his inauguration Trump claimed that the crowd attending his
speech contained at least one million people and extended all the
way to the Washington Monument. It did not. He asserted it was
bigger than the crowd at President Obama’s first inauguration. It was



not. Then he claimed his victory in the Electoral College was the
biggest since Ronald Reagan’s, when it was the fourth largest out of
seven. Then he claimed, at the hundred-day mark of his presidency
that he had enacted more legislation and signed more executive
orders than any other president in over a half century. He had signed
a lot of executive orders, but Congress, not the president, enacts
legislation, and despite Republican majorities in both houses of
Congress, they had passed almost none of his campaign promises
and most particularly failed on his promise to repeal Obamacare.
And he proclaimed, over and over again, before the arrival of
COVID-19, that the American economy was booming like never
before, that he had been tougher on Russia than any president before
him, that the United States was now respected around the world like
never before, that America was safer than ever before, that he was
making America great again like never before, that he was the least
racist person anyone ever saw, and that no one respected women
more than he did. Trump even stated that he had been more
presidential than all his predecessors except Abraham Lincoln. None
of this was true. But he has continued to make outlandish claims,
and by his third year in office he declared himself the greatest
president ever. Even that was not enough; he decided in August 2019
to declare that historically this period would be known as “the Age of
Trump.”2

These discharges of self-glorification that take your breath away
tell us that reaching the highest office in the land was not enough for
Donald. He wants to be more loved than Obama; to have won his
election more decisively than any modern president; to be better at
getting his programs enacted than anyone since Lyndon Johnson; to
be more presidential than anyone; to be greater and more successful
than any American president has ever been, and to be such a
towering historical figure that events of our time would be known by
their association with him. You can wonder if Trump, like Caesar
Augustus, wants to become a god. But suppose he did become one.
He would want to become the number one god. We fear however that
in the meanwhile he will try next for becoming president for life. If



you look closely, Trump frequently claims a grandiose perch after a
string of bad stories damage his image. Such stories started during
his first days in office, and he has been writhing and floundering in a
morass of recrimination since. Experienced diplomats in Washington
noted the situation from the start. For example, the British
ambassador witnessed the chaos in the administration and sent
dispatches home that President Trump “radiates insecurity.”3 CNN
reporter Jim Acosta reported that he was getting regular invites from
foreign embassies for chats about Trump, where: “The conversations
almost always boiled down to questions about Trump’s mental
state.”4 Many people could tell something was seriously wrong in the
mind of the president. In fact, there is lots wrong, with lots of things.

This chapter will focus on and analyze the five most serious
problems in Trump’s mental behavior, all of which play essential
roles in his drive to be an authoritarian leader: (1) his incessant lying,
(2) his inability to think straight, (3) his reliance on his intuition, (4)
his demand for loyalty, and (5) his growing aggressiveness. In each
case we shall show how these failures led to, and exacerbated, the
COVID-19 crisis that has so far killed more than one hundred
thousand Americans, with ever growing body counts if the president
gets his way.

LIES, LIES, AND MORE LIES.
Donald Trump plays whack-a-mole with the truth from morning to
night. The most thankless, dreariest job in the world right now might
be serving as a fact-checker on the president’s public statements. He
has to, as an authoritarian leader, to justify his lunges for increased
power. The mistruths just keep coming with no end in sight, many
monotonously repeated, showing it makes no difference to Trump
that he has been found out. To a certain extent, lying comes with
being a politician. Politifact lists seventy-two separate lies or
misleading statements that Barack Obama made over his eight years
in office.5 But Donald Trump sometimes tops that in a single day.
The “lie-brarians” at The Washington Post, headed by Glenn Kessler,



have toted up more than sixteen thousand false or misleading claims
that Trump made during his first three years in office.6 It appears
that an astounding twenty thousand, twenty-five thousand, or more
is a sure thing by the end of his first term with an election coming up.
Tony Schwartz wrote, “Lying is second nature to him. More than
anyone else I have ever met, Trump has the ability to convince
himself that whatever he is saying at any given moment is true, or
sort of true, or at least ought to be true.”7

Concocting a convincing lie about something takes much more
energy than simply being truthful. Truth is interconnected, so lying
creates discrepancies, for it tears the fabric of reality. A lie forces
further lying to rearrange other things as well, requiring that you
weave the proverbial tangled web. In fact, Donald Trump gave up
trying to be convincing long ago. He just makes pronouncements and
attacks those who ask for evidence. However, if you do this long
enough you will eventually have trouble remembering the truth
because your lies are not attached to a consistent, organized view of
the world. The liar must ask: Did this really happen or did I make it
up? His memory is a tattered lace doily of things barely hanging
together. Trump lives in “Trump World,” a mishmash of “alternate
facts.”8 A place where “the truth isn’t truth.”9 During Special Counsel
Mueller’s Russia connection investigation, Trump said he was willing
to be interviewed, but his lawyers emphatically said no. They knew
Trump would lie, lie, lie during any such inquiry, and perjury is a
serious crime.10 Trump’s private counsel, Rudy Giuliani, claimed
such an interview would be a perjury trap. Rudy did not say it, but
for Trump, vast stretches of reality are perjury traps.

Trump’s handling of the COVID-19 pandemic crisis provides a
clear example of this because he has left such a tangled web of false
assertions, no one can make a coherent narrative out of it. In the
main, his statements after March 11 (“big problem”) flatly
contradicted the statements he made before that date (“no
problem”). When pressed, he insisted that he did not change his
tune, that he always knew there was a big problem. But he also lied
when he said no one saw the crisis coming, his travel ban on China



had been effective in keeping the virus out of the country, a vaccine
would be available rapidly, everyone who wanted a test for the virus
could get one, the virus was less dangerous than the flu, the medical
professionals agree with his assessments of the situation, the virus
would disappear by spring, and that he never said it would disappear
by spring. Trump may believe he never said any of these things. He
made them up on the spot to whack down an unpleasant fact that
had come up. They were truth for a day. For history, however, all
these conflicting statements were recorded.

Surely Trump knows he lies. Former White House
Communications Director Anthony Scaramucci, who has known
Trump for decades and worked briefly in the administration, says
that lying has been part of Trump’s act all his life. Pulitzer Prize
winning investigative reporters Philip Rucker and Carol Leonnig
relayed the following information from the mooch: “People ask me if
the president lies. Are you nuts? He’s a fucking total liar,”
Scaramucci reported. “He lies all the time. Trump called me one
night after I was on Bill Maher and he said, ‘How come you always
fucking figure me out?’ I said, ‘I’ve seen you around for twenty years.
I know your act. I know when you’re saying shit you don’t really
mean, and I know when you’re saying bullshit.’ He laughed.”
Scaramucci recalled that he then asked Trump, “ ‘Are you an act?’
Trump replied, ‘I’m a total act and I don’t understand why people
don’t get it.’ ”11 We know this act, don’t we? We first saw it in
Trump’s senior year at New York Military Academy with the “parade
of lovelies” and the false memory of the “home run” that he tried to
plant in a fellow student. It was certainly an act riding around in his
limo when he snowed New York Times columnist Judy Klemsrud
about graduating first at Wharton and being media shy. Trump
certainly knows he is lying about his academic record for he has
threatened the living bejabbers out of his high school and colleges if
they reveal his grades. Purposeful misrepresentation has always been
a central feature of his business dealings: make ’em think you are
much richer and smarter and better connected than you really are.
The act can be summed up in one word: TRUMP—which was a lie he



has franchised since 2004 to enable others to reel in suckers. And he
often manipulates others into backing up his lies, such as the medical
experts who are expected to “say nothing” as he touts the value of an
untested cure for COVID-19, or the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff who was tricked into accompanying Trump on his shameless
visit to the church across Pennsylvania Avenue during the Black
Lives Matter protests.

We all try to shape how others perceive us, although with perhaps
a millionth of the intensity that Donald Trump does. You start doing
it each day when you comb your hair. But we think Trump
sometimes lies to cancel out his failures in his own mind, not just in
the minds of others. We believe this because of the volume of Trump
lies, because he does it so automatically, and because he does it so
stupidly. As for the volume problem, the whole point of lying is, uh,
deception. You can fool some of the people all the time, and Trump
will repeat a lie endlessly to convince his base that “the economy has
never been so great” and that “there was no quid pro quo,” and “two
plus two equals five.” He drummed out monotonous retweets of
“LAW AND ORDER” as his empty but completely predictable
response to the Black Lives Matter demonstrations, as if saying it
fifty times, like a penance after confession, would undo all the laws
he, America’s most unlawful president, broke or wanted to break.*1

But he really does not have to lie as much as he does to keep his base
because they are not going anywhere. And if you lie profusely about
almost everything and anything, the rest of the population is going to
notice. Trump’s ever climbing Pinocchio count has become a matter
of amusement. It could someday be a Jeopardy! answer: “What was
24,197?” As a result of his behavior, sadly many people would not
believe President Trump if he said water is wet. If his lips are moving
(or his thumbs are tweeting), he is lying, most rightly conclude. So,
the never-ending drumbeat of the man’s lies has made them self-
defeating for large parts of the world’s population. Still, he keeps it
up.

Trump spews so much hooey he may not always realize it. He just
lies instinctively, and then dismisses his dishonesty so instantly



when he is caught, the event has no time to register. To illustrate:
Senator Lindsey Graham told Bob Woodward that Trump
complained to him and Democratic Senator Dick Durbin on January
11, 2018, about immigrants coming to the United States from
“shithole countries.” Durbin told the press, and Graham confirmed
the quote. When Trump learned this, he phoned Graham and said, “I
didn’t say some of the things that [Durbin] said I said. “Yeah, you
did,” Graham insisted. “Well, some people like what I said,” replied
Trump.12 The fact that he had lied to Graham and been caught at it
seemingly meant nothing to Trump. He did not even bother trying to
justify it. Who cares, he might have said to himself as he changed the
subject and moved on. You will notice that Trump was trying to
convince someone who had heard him say “shithole countries” that
he had never said it. How smart is that? All he was doing by showing
denial is that he is a bald-faced liar. Trump’s efforts at deception are
often so blatant and obvious to fact-checkers that we must wonder
who he thinks believes him? Take the Sharpie incident. It started on
September 1, 2019, as Hurricane Dorian was churning toward the
United States, Trump tweeted that Alabama “will most likely be hit
harder than anticipated.” Alabamans crashed the phone lines and the
National Weather Service had to say, “No it won’t.” The president
warned the National Weather Service not to contradict him and
insisted he had seen a forecast showing Alabama was in the storm’s
path. Later he showed reporters a government map which he said
predicted this. But the actual map did not extend into Alabama.
Instead somebody had used a black felt tip pen to hand-draw an
extension of the predicted path into a corner of southeastern
Alabama. Trump consistently uses a black felt-tip Sharpie to sign
everything. Again, how smart was that?

INABILITY TO THINK STRAIGHT
Anonymous, the high-ranking administration official who revealed
the “stable state” in a New York Times op-ed essay on September 5,
2018, and later the book titled A Warning, wrote about Trump’s



thinking: “Normal people who spend any time with Donald Trump
are uncomfortable by what they witness. He stumbles, slurs, gets
confused, is easily irritated, and has trouble synthesizing
information, not occasionally but with regularity…The president also
can’t remember what he’s said or been told.”13 The inconsistency in
Trump’s thinking staggers into public view every time he reverses
course, which is often. His disruptive policy U-turns often happen
because he tends to announce things impulsively and then must
backtrack when advisors explain the downsides of his rash decisions.
As March became April in 2019, for example, he declared the
Republicans would fight the 2020 election over repealing
Obamacare, he would completely close the Mexican border, the
Mueller report should not be released to the public, and he no longer
wanted his “firm” nominee for heading Immigration and Customs
Enforcement to be his nominee. All of these were flip-flops from
previous positions, sometimes within days, and he has again flop-
flipped on most of these. Also, while he supported “very meaningful
background checks” on people trying to buy firearms, despite the
NRA’s fear that it would be the first step on a slippery slope toward
total gun control, he did not support them after all because the NRA
was afraid it would be the first step on a slippery slope toward total
gun control.14

Trump serially contradicts himself for the same reason he cannot
keep track of his lies: he lacks an overall organizing scheme, in this
case, principles, that would produce consistency in his policies. But
like many authoritarian leaders before him, he is unprincipled, and
his ad hoc decisions can be reversed instantly because, after all, his is
the only mind that he thinks matters. That is why the nation has
witnessed a president whose White House issued medically sound
guidelines for reopening the economy once the COVID-19 virus was
contained, and a president who, day after day, urges people to ignore
those guidelines because he thinks following them will hamper his
re-election. But even more troubling, Trump has trouble focusing on
an issue and thinking it through to a logical conclusion. He cannot
concentrate for long. His train of thought gets sidetracked all the



time, not by telephone calls and tweets, but seemingly by other
things going on in his head. He is a scatterbrain. This became evident
in his first full Pentagon briefing in 2017. He quickly lost interest in
reports on America’s conflicts overseas and our state of
preparedness. Instead he astonishingly attacked his generals for
being incompetent cowards and switched the subject to how long
and warmly the president of France had recently shaken his hand,
and how grand it would be to have a big military parade in
Washington. An observer noted that the president veered from one
unrelated topic to another like a squirrel caught in traffic.15 Readers
of Chapter Three will recall that he repeatedly switched the
conversation to events that spoke to his own grandeur.

Trump’s grasp of international and domestic issues has remained
shallow to molecular depth. He may be the least informed national
leader in the world. Aides report he is only interested in the stock
market, employment figures, and trade balances. He has often gone
into meetings with heads of state and made a fool of himself because
he had refused to learn anything about the topics on the agenda.16

Former Staff Secretary Rob Porter learned that he had to present
daily summaries of issues on single pieces of paper to get Trump to
read them, and even that proved too much. His staff knows he will
not open reports about what the United States should do regarding
climate change or North Korea or NATO or almost anything. Trump
would simply not be able to do what you are doing right now: read a
book. Nor will he listen to briefings. Gary Cohn, Trump’s chief
economic advisor, reportedly told Rob Porter, “It’s pointless to
prepare a meaningful, substantive briefing for the president…
Because you know he’s never going to listen. We’re never going to get
through it. He’s going to get through the first 10 minutes and then
he’s going to want to start talking about some other topic. And so
we’re going to be there for an hour, but we’re never going to get
through this briefing.”17

Trump’s unwillingness to learn something that does not inherently
interest him is a serious deficit for someone who carries
responsibilities that implicate the well-being of our nation and the



world. The COVID-19 pandemic has cost tens upon tens of thousands
of Americans their lives because he would not listen to the members
of his staff who warned him in January and February 2020 about the
great danger posed by the new coronavirus. He was not interested.
He made it clear he did not want to be bothered. He did not actually
sing “Na-na-na-na, I can’t hear you” when a high-ranking official
tried to tell him what would happen if he did nothing, but he might
as well have.

The president’s inability to concentrate means he frequently has
trouble staying on message. Often he interrupts himself to go off
topic, and it is instructive to notice the subjects he brings up when he
barges in on his own presentation. For example, in the middle of a
February 15, 2019, announcement about using emergency funding
for his wall on the Mexican border, he stopped reading his notes and
began talking instead about how well he was rebuilding the military.
Then he patted himself on the back some more by talking about the
stock market. Eventually he got back on topic, except he proceeded
to completely undermine his message when he said, “I could do the
wall over a longer period of time. I didn’t need to do this.” But that
meant it was not really an emergency. He had destroyed the rationale
for what he was announcing, an emergency. And he did not even
notice it.18

Here’s another example making the point. Bob Woodward openly
recorded a phone discussion he had with Trump on August 14, 2018,
shortly before the release of his book Fear. Trump called him
because he wanted to know why Woodward had not spoken to him
while writing this book, since he would have wanted to be
interviewed. The conversation was recorded with the president’s
knowledge, and the transcript gives us an extended look at Trump’s
thinking processes.*2 When you look at the conversation, you notice
four times Trump changed the subject and went off about his
greatness. And every time it happened, the back-and-forth of the
conversation had just reached the conclusion that Woodward had
tried to call Trump but gotten nowhere. Thus, the failure to
communicate was Trump’s fault, not Woodward’s. Furthermore, you



will notice that when Trump could not find defendable ground on the
“Why didn’t you talk to me?” issue, he blamed other people for the
problem, even blaming Woodward for not knowing what Trump
knew about how to reach him. Well, Doctor, what is your clinical
insight here? Is this a man who solidly believes in the amazing
competence he claims to possess, who is so self-confident that he can
easily admit inadequacies when they become apparent? There is
room for doubt, is there not? This guy looks like a walking, talking,
twenty-four-carat textbook-case “reaction formation.”*3 His larger-
than-life pose of Mr. Incredibly Successful must be serving a deep
need since it breaks all the rules about social modesty. It could well
be that at his core he believes he is a failure. And the instant he starts
remembering past failures or realizes he has failed again; he must get
a shot of praise. If no one else is there to give it, he rolls up his sleeve
and gives it to himself.

RELIANCE ON HIS “INTUITION”
Authoritarian leaders usually believe they have great instincts for
doing the right thing. It comes standard issue with megalomania.
However, Donald Trump’s instincts led him to his seismic failures in
Atlantic City and thereafter. His “intuitive knowledge” and his
prejudices have also produced a stream of reckless, false attacks.
There was his demand, described in Chapter One, that the “Central
Park Five” be put to death. Having learned nothing about looking
before leaping, he led the charge in the national media that President
Obama was not born in the United States. He asserted the
government knew the 9/11 attack was coming. He said he saw
thousands of Muslims in New Jersey celebrating the destruction of
the World Trade Center in 2001. He claimed Ted Cruz’s father
helped assassinate John F. Kennedy. He “knew” that millions of
illegal voters gave Hillary

Clinton the popular vote victory in 2016. He repeatedly stated
there was a link between vaccines and autism. He bought into the
baseless theory that Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia had been



murdered in 2016. He falsely claimed President Obama had the FBI
tap his telephones in Trump Tower during the 2016 campaign. He
endorsed an evidence-starved conspiracy theory that the Clintons
were responsible for Jeffrey Epstein’s death in prison in August
2019. You really must marvel that someone who has been so wrong
so publicly so often can tell the world he has “great instincts.”

Trump’s worldview is based on conspiracy theories and
uneducated beliefs. People embrace conspiracy theories for many
reasons, but strong critical-thinking skills is not among them.19 A
wise person knows the danger of investing heavily in a belief that
cannot be tested, which conspiracy theories cannot because any
evidence against them is deemed evidence that the conspiracy exists.
You are jumping off a cliff with a conspiracy theory if it is false since
you can never find that out. But Trump appears to believe just about
every quack-a-doodle-do conspiracy theory that comes down the
road. His fateful telephone call to the president of Ukraine on July
25, 2019, was partly motivated by the conspiracy theory that the
Russian interference in the 2016 election was really done by Ukraine,
with Democratic Party and FBI complicity.20 When the nation saw
two Buffalo police officers push 75-year-old Martin Gugino
backwards during a Black Lives Matter protest onto the sidewalk and
marched by him as he lay bleeding from the head, Trump (who was
trying pedal-to-the-metal to ally himself with the police) reached into
the bottom of the stupidest conspiracy theories ever barrel and
tweeted the man looked like an Antifa provocateur who fell harder
than he was pushed. Mr. Gugino had long been a nonviolent peace
activist.

As for uneducated beliefs, we observed earlier that nobody can
know everything. But Trump’s performance in school left him
significantly less educated than he should have been, and he then
concentrated so intensely on one thing—making money—that a great
deal has remained outside his understanding. It is sad to say, but
Donald Trump appears one-dimensional to some people because, to
a significant extent, he is one-dimensional. If this were opposite
land, a place in which Trump occasionally dwells, and they gave out



merit badges for ignorance, the president would seemingly have
them in all the physical sciences, the social sciences, history,
philosophy, literature, and the arts. But he has often resented people
who know more than he does, and that is probably why he blew his
stack during that first military-diplomatic review at the Pentagon in
2017. He had no idea what the experts were talking about. He
probably had not even heard of some of the countries and treaties
being presented, So, he shut them up with Kaboom! and talked at
length about how much the French president had liked him.

The great thing about believing in your own instincts is you do not
have to learn anything to be right or be guided by people who do
know more than you do—a tacit admission that you are inferior.
Thus, when Trump was angry at a Federal Reserve decision to raise
interest rates in 2018, he said, “They’re making a mistake because I
have a gut, and my gut tells me more sometimes than anybody else’s
brain can ever tell me.”21 Some of his early advisors may have
concluded the gut involved was the colon. Former Secretary of
Defense James Mattis told close associates that Donald Trump has
the understanding of a fifth or sixth grader.22 Former Secretary of
State Rex Tillerson at various times called Trump a moron and an
idiot.23 One afternoon a senior White House official blurted out to a
reporter, “The president’s insane,” adding Trump “did not
understand the Constitution and what his powers were.”24 The
former National Economic Council Chairman Gary Cohn discovered
that Trump knew absolutely nothing about economics, of all
things.25

Trump covers his far-flung ignorance by claiming widespread
expertise. He publicly claims that he knows more about military
matters than his generals do. He says he understands more about
economics than virtually every economist in the world. He thinks he
knows more about global warming than nearly every climate
scientist. He has learned more about America’s international
relations than anyone in the State Department could possibly know
and has many other areas of unmatched expertise.26 In truth he
knows astonishingly little. Consider the reason he gave for



abandoning America’s Kurdish allies in Syria in 2019: “They didn’t
help us in the Second World War, they didn’t help us with
Normandy.”27 His ignorance of who the Kurds are, World War II,
and the invasion of Normandy revealed by that statement is so
astounding, it hurts your hair.

Inevitably intuitions prove wrong some of the time, or racetracks
would shut down.*4 And they can prove disastrous for a country
helplessly in the grip of one-man rule. That is why authoritarianism
so often leads to a nation’s doom.28 The greatest and most tragic
example of President Trump’s reliance on his intuition over the
advice of experts was his handling of the COVID-19 virus infection in
January and February 2020. “His gut” told him it posed no threat to
America. He continued to believe this for well over a month, despite
all the advice and pleading he got from public health experts who
knew what they were talking about. During this critical period, when
every case that went undetected could mean scores of cases farther
down the road because of the exponential spread of the illness, the
disease became established in the United States and began appearing
everywhere airlines flew. Trump also ignored pleas for stockpiling
supplies that would predictably start running out when the epidemic
got rolling. He just had a hunch everybody else was wrong. Later he
urged health authorities to use an antimalarial drug to treat the
disease, without any clinical trials to determine if it would work
when there was a chance it might make things worse. When asked
why he pressured the medical community, he said had a “good
feeling” about it. Today, we know from highly sophisticated modeling
that had he taken action one week earlier he could have saved more
than 36,000 American lives, and two weeks earlier more than
50,000 American lives.29 Trump’s intuition has been deadly for
Americans, and he alone is responsible for more ongoing mounting
deaths still producing our nation’s worst modern tragedy.

INCREASING DEMAND FOR LOYALTY



Presidents naturally expect a high degree of loyalty from their
appointees, but how high, how wide, and how deep varies. Lyndon
Johnson said of a potential appointee in 1967: “I don’t want loyalty. I
want LOYALTY. I want him to kiss my ass in Macy’s window at high
noon and tell me it smells like roses. I want his pecker in my
pocket.”30 Johnson got extreme loyalty and total subservience in his
administration, and America got the war in the killing fields of
Vietnam. When you demand total loyalty from your staff, you take
away your best chance to avoid blunders. You have built a car that
can go top speed wherever the driver wants, but it has no brakes, so
it is doomed to crash, probably quickly. The Donald made it clear
over the decades that anyone who worked for him owed him great
personal loyalty. While conspicuous incompetence may result in a
humiliating, foul-mouthed callout, the loyal incompetent typically
stayed on the payroll. Disloyalty however triggers Trump’s favorite,
power-asserting phrase, “You’re fired!” Trump himself said in 2007,
“I value loyalty above everything else—more than brains, more than
drive, and more than energy.”31 Every authoritarian leader in history
has probably felt the same way.

The first generation of advisors to serve under Trump likely
thought their job was to advise the president. That is why they were
called advisors. However, it quickly became clear that Trump dislikes
getting advice and becomes angry when someone tries to explain
something to him, for reasons we think lay deep in his personality.
He was not interested in their opinions and saw them as mere
implementers there to carry out his decisions. Nevertheless, some of
them challenged Trump in private and even resisted his decisions in
public, but they gave up or were forced to resign. They have been
replaced, in almost every instance, by “Trump-pets,” people who give
the 45th president total support and loyalty.32 They “let Trump be
Trump” in the vernacular of these supplicants. Trump does not just
want loyalty; he demands absolute fidelity and backing, with no
exceptions, no matter the cost. Thus, he expected Ambassador
Gordon Sondland to defy a congressional subpoena about the
Ukraine Scandal, or lie if he did testify, and thereby sacrifice himself



rather than tell the truth and reveal the president’s
underhandedness. As another example, during a December 2017
discussion about immigration, Trump said to Senator Lindsey
Graham, “You’re a middle-of-the-road guy. I want you to be 100
percent for Trump.” Graham responded, “OK, what’s the issue and
I’ll tell you whether I’m 100 percent for you or not.” “You’re like 82
percent,” Trump continued. “Well, some days I’m 100 percent. Some
days I may be zero,” replied the senator from South Carolina. “I want
you to be a 100 percent guy,” said President Trump.33

It could not be clearer. Every day, in every way, on every issue,
Trump now wanted all GOP senators to support what “Trump”
(notice the third person) wanted. You will not find much wiggle room
in 100 percent. Trump was asking these elected officials straight out
to betray their oath of office, to give their highest loyalty to him,
rather than the Constitution and those who had elected them. At that
time Graham rightly refused, as did FBI Director James Comey,
when Trump pressed him for such a commitment.34 Today this is the
standard, if unwritten, understanding to work in the Trump
administration. But demanding total submission from appointees
amounts to a confession of weakness. When someone asks you for
total loyalty, he is not saying, “Promise to support me when I am
right.” He is saying, “You have to promise to have back me when I
am wrong.” Trump, who constantly tries to sell himself as a strong
leader, laid bare this fragility on October 21, 2019, when he
complained that the Republicans in the House of Representatives
were not fighting hard enough to save him from impeachment. He
expected total loyalty from all Republicans (whether they thought he
was innocent or guilty.) He got it. The next day a group of
Republican Representatives presented him with a plan to swarm an
impeachment hearing to protest its being closed to the public, even
though the action violated House rules. Trump gave it his blessing,
and the “action” took place.35 Donnie was back on the schoolyard
again, and he said to his followers: If you want to be in my gang, you
have to show you’re tough enough. Here is what you have to do. And
like a bully’s followers in grade school, they did it.



Trump completely controls the Republican Party today. Its leaders
have sold out on most of the principles the GOP used to stand for,
such as strict interpretation of the Constitution, the separation of
powers, accountability in government, the rule of law, states’ rights,
small government, enmity toward a hostile Russia, support of our
allies, no deficit spending, reducing the national debt, strong backing
of the military, FBI and intelligence communities, free trade, even
safeguarding the well-being of the citizens by keeping as many
Americans as possible alive during an epidemic. You may wonder
how much they ever believed in these things, given that one maverick
president could make them disappear so quickly. Real principles
stiffen your spine when someone pressures you to do evil. These look
more like talking points, in retrospect.

Dr. Anthony Fauci, the lead scientist in the nation’s fight against
COVID-19, has shown more backbone than nearly every Republican
in Congress by refusing to endorse President Trump’s absurd
statements and recommendations regarding the disease. Trump is
visibly disturbed when Fauci and Dr. Deborah Birx say the disease is
not yet under control, injecting bleach is not the answer, nor is
taking an untested malarial drug, the nation is not ready yet to be
reopened, a vaccine will probably not be ready by December, and so
on. The majority of the American public trusts the scientists more
than they do Trump by a long shot.36 Thus, they have not been fired
the way four “disloyal” inspectors general have been. But it is
probably just a matter of time, unless they bend to Trump’s will.

Trump’s demand for loyalty extends beyond his administration
and Congress. During a campaign rally in Orlando, Florida, on
March 5, 2016, he spontaneously asked the crowd to raise their right
hands and pledge to vote for him. The “request” dripped with
dominance and the crowd readily doubled down on its submissive
union with the bridegroom. The scene immediately drew
comparisons to the Nuremberg Rallies. Nevertheless, two nights
later Trump asked for the pledge again in Concord, North Carolina.
When criticism mounted, he replied that the crowd asked him to do
it, and it had nothing to do with Nazis.37 But it does, if in no other



way than it signals yet again underlying anxiety. You can assume that
people who come to your rallies and cheer your every word are going
to vote for you. But if you want a loyalty oath on top of that, it shows
you nonetheless have doubts about them, that you try to alleviate by
making them promise to stand by you no matter what you do.
Trump’s behavior shows he worries that his staunchest supporters
will abandon him. He is saying, “I know I’m going to screw up, but
no matter how badly I do, promise you’ll vote for me.” How self-
confident is that?

NOTICEABLE INCREASE IN AGGRESSION
If incessant lying, becoming scatterbrained, increasingly relying on
the Hail Marys of intuition, and demanding unquestioning loyalty
betray a mind fighting against its own grand inquisitor, frequent
unjustified aggression may also flag that a person’s mental life is
collapsing under stress. Vicious combativeness is another hallmark
of an authoritarian leader.

Where did the angry, hostile, combative, assaulting, vengeful,
mean, taunting, scornful, nasty, victim-seeking, media-bashing
Donald Trump come from? What sort of person wants to build a
moat stocked with alligators and snakes in front of a border wall and
wants undocumented immigrants shot in the legs “to slow them
down?”38 We know that was the kind of person Fred Trump raised, a
son who was told over and over in his youth, “Be a killer.” Donald
learned from his father, just as he learned from Roy Cohn: attack,
just attack, and double down as a basic rule of human interaction for
winners. These influences produced a screaming boss on the casino
floor; a temper-trantruming madman wrongly abusing his second-
in-command over the height of a ceiling; a cheating husband publicly
humiliating his wife in front of her friends and children because he
no longer wants her; a man who drove small business owners in
Atlantic City into bankruptcy when he refused to pay for the work
they had done on his casinos; a man who defaults on his promise to
pay 14 percent in interest on junk bonds that he sold to the gullible; a



man who tried to trick his deteriorating father, the very author of his
success, into signing over control of the family fortune so he could
spend it on his failing casinos and other undertakings heading for
bankruptcy; a man who bilked investors of millions of dollars in his
DJT public company venture; a man who ran a multimillion-dollar
scam called Trump University; and a heartless man who canceled the
medical insurance on an infant with cerebral palsy to punish a
relative who dared file a lawsuit against him. So, while Donald
Trump has the con man’s skill to impress people about what a
charming, benevolent, sweet guy he can be, he has been a nasty piece
of work since early childhood. And we cannot help but notice how he
began losing control of his aggression in the late 1980s when his
business operations collapsed. From that time, the lying, the inability
to think straight, the inability to focus, the reliance on intuition, the
demand for loyalty, and his hostility have ebbed and flowed—only to
have all these traits grow out of control since seeking and becoming
president.39

As a candidate and as president, there has been an increasing
nastiness of Trump’s attacks. If you are inclined to psychological
explanations, you might notice that, besides women in general and
successful women in particular and members of minority groups, he
particularly goes after white men who have a lot more “class” than he
has. Take Robert Mueller. The specter of the “shoot from the lip”
Donald Trump, who is so often uninformed and blazingly wrong,
slandering Robert Mueller for supposedly conducting a “witch hunt”
strains the quality of justice to the breaking point. Mueller dedicated
his career to being fair, thorough, and never making an avoidable
mistake. He is widely considered an ultimate straight shooter in
Washington.40 Trump, by comparison, is a clueless president diving
out of a plane without a parachute, landing in a minefield where he
walks straight into a pit surrounded by billboards that read: “Danger.
There’s A Big Hole Here!” Often when shamelessly puffing himself
up, vengefully attacking others, he seems such a little person
compared with his targets like Robert Mueller and Barack Obama.
Saying John McCain was not a hero, when as far as we know Trump



has never done a single heroic thing in his life, shrunk him to the size
of a flea. The worse he senses he compares against others, the more
vicious his attacks. He openly fantasizes revenge: “I have an absolute
right to know the identity of the ‘whistleblower,’ ” and threatening
the “traitor” on the White House staff who told the “whistleblower”
about the July 25 phone call with President Zelensky. Trump wanted
Adam Schiff, chairman of the House Intelligence Committee,
arrested for treason after Schiff, to make a point, gave a parody
interpretation of the Zelensky phone call at a committee hearing.41

Trump claims House Speaker Nancy Pelosi “hates the United States
of America” and attacked her in person in the White House, calling
her a “third-grade politician.”42

Maine Senator Susan Collins, in casting an acquittal vote for
Trump in the impeachment trial, said she thought the president had
learned his lesson. He certainly has, and it may go like this from
Trump’s point of view: Nearly all the Republicans in Congress are
total losers, I can do almost anything, and they will back me.
Everybody who betrayed me is going to find out what a tough
sonofabitch I am. It will be clear to the vast apparatus of federal
officials that this is Trump’s government. He has his foot on their
neck and their only job is to do what he says, or else.

Trump’s aggressiveness has markedly grown, quite predictably
since he has always preached outsized retaliation against whoever
attacks. He has threatened anyone who dares cross him in the future,
saying his supporters would become violent if he were prosecuted for
crimes he committed before or during his time in office, explaining
threateningly: “I have the support of the police, the support of the
military, the support of Bikers for Trump—I have tough people, but
they don’t play it tough until they go to a certain point and then it
would be very, very bad.”43 It is Donny with his gang from grade
school again throwing his weight around the nation’s capital
suggesting insurrection is not out of the question. We have never had
a president as hostile and vicious as Trump. No previous president
created the same level of fear in his subordinates, no president fired
so many high officials, no president waged war with oversight



committees and refused to comply with inspectors general, simply
ignored the system of checks and balances, threatened so many
governors, allies, and journalists, and watched so indifferently as his
unjustifiable certainty in himself and determination to stay in power
led to the unnecessary, tragic deaths of so many during a pandemic.
What is the source of all his anger and hostility? Who is he most
angry at? We believe the answer is very conspicuous and very simple:
it is Donald himself.

Donald’s biographical background tells us that he is not at all the
person he pretends or claims to be. If he were the supremely self-
assured, accomplished, insightful, reality-based, and focused genius
he claims he is, we wonder if he would behave as he has while
occupying the office of the president of the United States. His
behavior reveals a mind fighting an epic battle within, a conflict that
cannot be contained. It erupts constantly to the surface in self-
defeating lying, alarming self-love, chaotic thinking, reliance on very
faulty instincts, impulsive decision-making, fear of betrayal, and a
barely controllable white-hot anger. We have offered our explanation
of this war in terms of Trump’s earlier experiences in life. We do not
think that Donald Trump’s psychological problems will inevitably
lead to a mental collapse because he has had these challenges for
most of his life and has managed to stay in the ring punching away at
everything day after day. He has developed ways of handling his
anxieties and reassuring himself of his magnificence, such as fawning
media interviews, his rallies, and state visits abroad where foreign
governments merrily engorge his vanity because they know that
drawbridge is always down. But these good times keep getting
swamped by his failures. We have the feeling that we are watching a
five-act play that will end with a lot of bodies on the floor. On top of
the ones already there.

We close with a few observations. Donald Trump does, in our view,
have two exceptional skills not uncommon in authoritarian leaders:
He is world-class at intimidating people and just as skilled at
conning others. That is why we think he would score highly on the
Power-Mad and Conman Scales we used to introduce the previous



chapters. In fact, he is a pro’s pro at these things. In addition, Trump
is a master at diverting attention, by changing the subject when he is
in trouble. But this gambit is catching up to him for he has done this
so many times people expect it as they do the sunrise. Thus, when his
disastrous handling of the COVID-19 epidemic creates too much heat
for him, he seeks a diversion. For example, in May 2020, he
resurrected “Obamagate,” which started as his long-discredited
charge that the former president tapped his phones in Trump Tower
during the 2016 election, and has grown to incorporate a number of
right-wing conspiracy theories about the origins of the Russia
investigation and the prosecution of former Trump national security
adviser, Michael Flynn. But so far the bogus charge is just spinning a
wheel in the mud. Everybody else knew it was just a distraction and
frequently said so.44 We only worry that he may feel he has to up the
scale of the diversion to attract attention, and little short of nuclear
war would divert attention from the COVID-19 pandemic—and we do
not wish to go there.

Trump has used his con man skills to attack the principle of law
and the Constitution. He is blundering into these actions when he
discovers a legitimate presidential power, then the con in him
quickly sees how he might use it illegitimately. He was passing out all
kinds of money to foreign governments, why not get something in
return, like a bogus investigation by Ukraine of his likely opponent
Joe Biden and his son. This extortion scheme got him impeached but
did not stop him. When he learned Michigan was going to use mail-
in ballots in 2020, he threatened to withhold federal aid unless the
Democratic governor halted the practice, which Donald feared could
result in a fair election that he would lose. (This Michigan extortion
scheme was simply ignored, as was a similar threat to withhold
federal money from Nevada if the state adopted mail-in voting.)

After Trump first discovered the pardon power, he realized that he
might use it to excuse his own criminal behavior. When he told the
world that he would use it for himself, it got a rise.45 The self-pardon
was the first real evidence Trump was blatantly self-dealing. It took
the country to a new place because no president had ever claimed



this before in our 229-year history, not even Richard Nixon. While
the Justice Department wondered, at the end of Watergate, if Nixon
could pardon himself, they concluded he could not because of the
fundamental legal principle that no one can be a judge in his own
case, nor is any man above the law.46 But Trump did not think that
principle should apply to him.

For that matter, notwithstanding his oath to uphold the
Constitution, he does not believe it applies to him. From the outset of
his presidency he has ignored the Constitution’s emoluments clause,
which prohibits him from directly accepting money from foreign
governments. Yet he has refused to divest his interest in properties
that are receiving significant money from foreign governments. He
correctly figures all this is too complex for his supporters, so the
lawsuit charging him with conspicuous violations of the Constitution
are simply ignored, as they have proceeded through the federal
courts.47 Even some brazen violations of the Constitution, which
Trump often announces, do not trouble his base for they like them.
For example, on October 30, 2018, as the midterm election
campaigns entered the final week, Trump said he was preparing an
executive order to override the first clause of the Fourteenth
Amendment to the Constitution.48 This clause grants American
citizenship to anyone born or naturalized in the United States who is
subject to its jurisdiction. Children of illegal immigrants born in the
United States have birthright citizenship, which Trump does not like.
The announcement stunned almost everyone. Politicians and legal
experts throughout the land said the president had no such power. If
he did, he could suspend any part of the Constitution he wished,
thereby giving himself the power for one-man rule that could
continue for all his life and be handed on to whomever he chose. It
would make the Constitution meaningless. But Trump flatly asserted
he had the power to override the Constitution, and he refused to
answer any further questions on the subject.

The executive order was never issued, and Trump may just have
been trying to stir up his base for the midterm election. But if he was
testing the waters to see what would happen if he tried to overthrow



the Constitution, say, to save his own skin, he would have noticed
that nary a peep came from either his base or the Republicans in
Congress. The same thing happened when Trump attacked Article I,
Section 9 of the Constitution, which gives Congress “sole power of
the purse,” by allocating money to a project Congress had refused to
support (Trump’s border wall) from another project. Another extra-
legal gambit appeared on May 22, when he declared churches were
essential services and should open for services in two days because if
there was one thing America needed now, it was prayer and not more
COVID-19 sheltering. (He did not mention that everything was under
control with the pandemic. Nor did he mention that prayer can be
done anywhere by anyone and anytime outside of churches.) Rather,
notwithstanding his lack of power to do so he declared that if
governors would not open the churches in their states, he would
“overrule” them. So far, Trump has not tried to enforce any of his
powerless proclamations.

Trump has cast himself as an authoritarian figure as president, a
tough guy, and a political strongman. But to do so he has engaged in
incessant lying and self-aggrandizement, which has reduced further
his ability to think straight. He may believe that tough guys have all
the answers, right off the top, so he constantly relies his uninformed
intuition, which reveals his thinking is the swamp that most
definitely plagues Washington now. He believes that strong leaders
tolerate no dissent, and they do not want to be bothered with any
information contrary to their view of the world, for they are
infallible. Because at some level he understands he is deeply flawed
he demands unquestioning loyalty from all, and total silence about
what he is really like. Finally, as president he has become
increasingly aggressive in attacking any who disagree with him. In
brief, Trump’s vision of the (his) presidency combines, however
impossibly his being an admired king and a ruthless dictator.
Nevertheless, he believes he must please his electoral base to get
reelected. To date, these highly reliable supporters have been
ostensibly oblivious to his distinctively unpresidential behavior, not
to mention extraordinarily forgiving of his conspicuous



incompetence. It is for this reason we turn our full focus over the
next six chapters to understanding these astonishing believers for
they are source of Trump’s political power. Without them, Donald
Trump would be nothing but a Twitter troll.

*1 It did not work very well. A You-Gov poll taken June 9-10 found that 52 percent of
Americans believed by then that Trump was a racist, and only 34 percent thought he was
not.

*2 For transcript see https://nationalpost.com/news/world/trump-bob-woodward.
*3 A “reaction formation” is described by American Psychological Association as “a defense

mechanism in which unacceptable or threatening unconscious impulses are denied and are
replaced in consciousness with their opposite. For example, to conceal an unconscious
prejudice, an individual may preach tolerance; to deny feelings of rejection, a mother may
be overindulgent toward her child. Through the symbolic relationship between the
unconscious wish and its opposite, the outward behavior provides a disguised outlet for the
tendencies it seems to oppose.” See https://dictionary.apa.org/reaction-formation.

*4 Daniel Kahneman, a psychologist who won the Nobel Prize in Economics, explores the
working of intuitive thinking at great depth in his wonderful work Thinking Fast and Slow
(New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2011). Suffice it to say that while intuitive thinking
is fast, it is not as reliable as thinking slowly, systematically, and carefully.

https://nationalpost.com/news/world/trump-bob-woodward
https://dictionary.apa.org/reaction-formation


CHAPTER FIVE



DONALD TRUMP’S BASE: PART I—SOCIAL
DOMINATORS

Although the deep twists of Donald Trump’s motivation for
becoming an authoritarian leader give our diagnostic skills a run for
their money, on the surface it seems elementary. He wants power,
the way all the other autocrats do. It is the supporters, the people
trying to escape from freedom, who seem unfathomable. As Barack
Obama observed in September 2018, Donald Trump is not the real
problem, “he is a symptom, not the cause.”1 The very troubling
vulnerability of our democracy to dictatorship lies with the startling
number of Americans who made Trump president, despite his flaws
and conspicuous lack of fitness for the job. Even Trump was amazed
at his supporters’ loyalty, which led to his infamous boast that if he
openly murdered someone on Fifth Avenue it would not cost him a
single vote.2

Altemeyer wrote in July 2016 that Trump’s followers would stick
with him to the end and that he could win in November 2016
through the zeal of his supporters.3 This prediction was based on the
accumulation of studies that as early as 1981 led to the conclusion
that “there are so many people so genuinely submissive to
established authority that they constitute a real threat to freedom in
countries such as Canada and the United States.”4 By 1988 it was
clear that “Wanna-be tyrants in a democracy are just comical figures
on soap boxes when they have no followers.”5 So, the real threat lay
in a large part of the population that was coiled like a tightly wound
spring with enough pent-up energy to drive a dictator through all
barriers into the White House. They needed but a demagogue to lead
them and now they had one, leading thunderous legions in halls



across the country chanting, “Make America Great Again.” The
steadfastness of Trump’s supporters strikes even seasoned observers.
As noted earlier, pollster and analyst Nate Silver charts the daily
average of Trump’s popularity-unpopularity ratings gathered by
leading opinion polls.* The results among registered voters show that
Trump has received on balance negative ratings (more disapproval
than approval) since February 2017—not even a month into his
presidency. His “presidential honeymoon” did not last two weeks.
But despite everything that has followed, all the scandals and the
convictions of cronies and government shutdowns and revelations of
misconduct and bone-headed foreign policy decisions and betrayals
that drove one disillusioned Trump appointee after another to leave
his administration, and even after Trump’s blatant attempts to
subvert the Constitution, even after the impeachment and his
allowing COVID-19 to spread throughout the United States killing
more than a hundred thousand citizens and putting more than thirty
million out of work, the needle on the approval rating has only
flicked a bit. Trump has had a rock-solid 41 to 45 percent approval by
likely voters. It almost always goes up and down within that range
depending on independents (read: unaffiliated) who are temporarily
affected by recent events. No previous president in the history of
public opinion polling has enjoyed such consistently solid backing.6
Trump is disliked by most Americans, but his base has kept the faith
to a degree that seems to defy human understanding. That is the
central focus in this book and set forth in the next six chapters.

But first we must say that Trump’s supporters are entitled to back
whomever they wish. Censoring their nonviolent messages, taking
away their right to peacefully organize, restricting their right to vote
would be an attack on the democracy one might claim to be
protecting. You will find no appeal in this book to harass or
intimidate the people who rushed to Donald Trump’s ranks, or any
suggestion that the appropriate exercise of their democratic rights
should be limited. If our means to the end are mean, the ends
become unjust. Democracy will prevail if those who want it vote
against tyranny, but not if they create tyranny themselves. In short,



“the Resistance” must win at the ballot box repeatedly if our
democracy is to reach, say, its 250th birthday in 2037. If Trump loses
in 2020 you can be certain that he, who has “fixed” more outcomes
than the World Wrestling Federation and whose campaign for the
presidency involved deception and lying from the start, will tell his
followers the election was rigged, and they will believe him. And even
if Trump accepts the will of the majority and the Electoral College
and leaves the White House, his backers will remain a very powerful
force, ready to give undying loyalty to him for as long as he wants,
and then to the next dictator-in-waiting. And the next one will
almost certainly be smarter than Donald Trump. You can be sure
someone is watching Trump closely, planning to step into his place.
Thus, if you want to remain free, you will probably have to outvote
today’s ardent Trump followers, not only in November 2020 but for
some time in future elections. You may have heard that the price of
freedom is eternal vigilance. It is true.

TRUMP’S BASE: THE SIZE OF THE PROBLEM
How many people voted for Donald? According to the final official
tally, Hillary Clinton received 65,853,516 (48.2 percent) of the
136,669,237 votes for president in 2016, Trump was selected on
62,984,825 (46.1 percent) ballots, and various other candidates
(including the ever-popular Mickey Mouse and “flesh-eating
bacteria”) received nearly eight million votes.7 Trump triumphed in
the Electoral College because he won some key states by small
margins despite being enormously outspent there. Nothing the
Democrats tried could get some traditional Democrats and
independents to vote for Hillary Clinton.8 In contrast, Trump’s base:

Showed up at his rallies and cheered at the top of their lungs.
Ritualistically chanted “Build the wall” and “Lock her up”
whenever Mexicans or Hillary Clinton were named.
Vilified the media whenever Trump complained about its
coverage.



Proudly wore their MAGA hats everywhere.
Gave the campaign as much as they could afford, and then some.
Planted the lawn signs and attended local rallies.
Talked up Trump at cafes and high school football games and
churches.
Faithfully followed Trump’s Twitter output.
Relayed stories they liked to fellow-enthusiasts faster than the
latter could relay the same stories to them.

Then they voted for the man and spent the night of November 8,
2016 thinking, while tens of millions of other Americans sat stunned
in confused agony, that at last the country would return to its golden
past and everything was going to turn out right.9

Exit poll data (see Appendix III) indicate Trump got roughly
40,000,000 votes from Republicans, about 20,000,000 came from
independents, and the remaining 3,000,000 were cast by self-
described Democrats. Judging by the 2018 midterm election,
virtually all the Republicans, some of the independents, and even
some of the wandering Democrats have remained firmly committed
to Trump. But not all. Many people voted for him even though they
disliked him enormously. But they disliked Hillary Clinton
enormously squared. A sizeable number of those who answered the
exit polls (15 percent, or over 20 million voters) said neither of the
candidates was qualified to be president, but they broke over 4 to 1
for Trump, giving him 12 million more votes than they gave
Clinton.10 Many Americans wanted to shake things up in
Washington by electing a cage-rattling non-politician to “drain the
swamp. “They had less commitment to Trump per se, and they
apparently soured on him in the first two weeks of his presidency—
turning his net approval rating in the polls into the net disapproval
rating mentioned earlier. But some independents and even a few
Democrats, who “somewhat-disapprove” of Trump, did swing
temporarily into his column when he did something good, and they
could help him win in 2020.



TRUMP SUPPORTERS VIEWED THROUGH
PSYCHOLOGICAL RESEARCH ON AUTHORITARIANISM

The Hillary-haters and the anything-is-better-than-the-usual-thing
voters would not seem to be money in the bank Trump backers. But
Donald Trump appears to have developed a faithful base of about 50
million supporters in 2015–2016.11 Who are they? We think most of
them have one of the two authoritarian personalities that have been
scientifically established, plus a unique group that combines these
two. They are:

Social Dominators. People who believe in inequality between
groups. Predictably, they usually believe their groups should be more
prestigious and powerful than others. Some social dominators take
their belief in inequality down to the personal level and are
determined to gain power over people they know. Donald Trump,
who wants to dominate everyone he meets and the rest of humanity
by proxy, appears to be an extreme example of a social dominator.
We shall look at other social dominators and why they are so
attracted to Donald Trump in this chapter.

Authoritarian Followers. These people are submissive, fearful,
and longing for a mighty leader who will protect them from life’s
threats. They divide the world into friend and foe, with the latter
greatly outnumbering the former. Their ethnocentrism (partiality to
one’s own group) is often based on their religious training and they
have been found to be highly self-righteous. Authoritarian followers
have been studied for many decades and it will take three chapters to
tie what we know about them to their passionate embrace of Donald
Trump. This group includes the white evangelicals who support
Trump more than anyone else—to the complete bewilderment of
many. We shall uncover the rather amazing reason for their devotion
in Chapter 8.

“Double Highs.” Some people score highly in both being a Social
Dominator and being an Authoritarian Follower, which confuses one
at first because it seems to make them dominating submissives. But
this can happen in various ways. For example, dominating persons



can strongly believe in other people submitting to authorities if they
themselves are the authorities, or allied with them. Donald Trump
would be a good example of such a Double High. He probably has
not had a submissive inclination since his father died, but he
obviously thinks other people should be submissive. Alternately,
submissive people can come to endorse their group’s superiority over
others to protect themselves further. Double Highs usually combine
the worst elements of the two authoritarian personalities in such a
dangerous way that they are especially worrisome and merit separate
examination (see Chapter 9).12

SOCIAL DOMINATORS: THE SDO SCALE
Research on social dominator personalities was inspired by a 1994
scholarly article by Felicia Pratto, Jim Sidanius, Lisa Stallworth, and
Bert Malle, which presented the Social Dominance Orientation
(“SDO”) Scale for measuring this new personality variable.13 The
current version of the test comes in two parts. One part asks for
reactions to the idea that certain groups should dominate others. It
has statements such as, “Some groups of people must be kept in their
place,” and “It’s probably a good thing that certain groups are at the
top and other groups are at the bottom.” The second part seeks
responses to the idea that we should accept inequality between
groups. For example, “We should not push for group equality” and
“We shouldn’t try to guarantee that every group has the same quality
of life.”

The Power-Mad and Con Man Scales, which we noted earlier fit
Donald Trump’s personality like a custom-made suit, were developed
shortly after the SDO Scale appeared to (attempt to) flesh out Pratto
et al.’s model. They and other surveys have produced the following
list of attitudes and behaviors that studies have shown characterize
social dominators in general. (This list was assembled by author
Dean in 2005, long before he had any knowledge of Donald Trump.)
The traits are:



men (typically) faintly hedonistic

oppose equality pitiless

dominating intimidating and bullying

amoral vengeful

desire personal power exploitive

manipulative dishonest

cheat to win highly prejudiced (racist, sexist,
homophobic)

mean-spirited militant

nationalistic tells others what they want to hear

takes advantage of suckers specializes in creating false images to sell
self

will pretend to be religious if they are not
genuinely so

usually politically and economically
conservative

Remember Thomas Jefferson’s opening words in the Declaration of
Independence: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men
are created equal…”? Studies have shown that the higher someone
scores on the Social Dominance Orientation scale, the less likely he is
to endorse this central tenet of our democracy. They do not believe in
equality between individuals nor between groups. Social dominators
want the people presently on top to stay on top, and the groups that
presently dominate other groups to continue to do so. Everybody else
should stay below, “in their place.” They do not want “the losers” to
become winners. SDOs not only oppose equality, but they also
oppose giving people equal opportunity. They want the playing field
tilted in their favor because that way they get more. People born with
advantages of wealth, race, or gender deserve to keep them, they
believe.14

Why would social dominators ever submit to someone else? Mostly
because they got beat. A person driven to control others will
eventually lose to someone in his world, unless he is fierce enough,
endowed enough, and lucky enough to consistently become Number
One. When social dominators meet their match, they can quit the
game. But it is much more rewarding to claim a place in the



hierarchy. Animals in many social species arrange themselves in
“pecking orders” like this. Submitting to your superiors means you
will be safer from further serious attacks by people who can hurt you.
You are on their side. They will look down on you as a “loser” the way
you look down on the people you have beaten. But that is better than
suffering endless slings and arrows of outrageous misfortune. And
you will probably get to share in exerting the power of your super-
dominating betters, in however large or small a way as you can. In
this way bullies build and keep their gangs. White social dominators
prejudge and dislike almost every minority or disadvantaged group
you can think of: Blacks, Jews, Mexicans, Latinos, Japanese,
Chinese, homosexuals, Muslims, North American Indians, and
women—to name ten. And they are often quite up-front and
outspoken about it. When prejudiced people are given evidence of
their prejudices, most deny it. “There must be some mistake,” they
say. But if they can get past that denial they wish it were not so.
However social dominators are likely to admit their discriminatory
attitudes and even be proud of them. “Yeah, the Klingons stink. We
should get rid of them all.”

Social dominators, with their preference for keeping-things-as-
they-are, might have generally preferred the Republican Party before
2008. But they probably began rushing pell-mell to the GOP banner
when Barack Obama became the Democratic nominee in 2008.
Trump’s candidacy in 2016 just produced the final wave of a
decades-long migration of social dominators and other
authoritarians into the GOP camp as the party leaders who invited
them in held the gates wide open.15 You can see where this all led by
considering the demographic profile of Donald Trump’s supporters
in the 2016 election. According to the exit polls, Trump received 57
percent of the ballots cast by whites. White men were especially
likely to vote for him: 62 percent.16 Take education into account, and
Trump got 71 percent of the votes from (a) white (b) men (c) who did
not have a college degree of any kind. Only one other group flocked
to his movement in greater numbers: those white Christian
“evangelicals” mentioned above.



“THE FORGOTTEN”
White “undereducated” voters might have chosen Trump for many
reasons, but when asked in the exit polls how they were doing
economically compared to four years ago, 27 percent said they were
worse off now, and 77 percent of that group voted for Trump. That
works out to nearly 29 million of the 63 million votes Trump
received. Many blue-collar workers, especially in the “rust belt,” had
fallen on hard times. Their jobs had either left the country or
immigrants were willing to do them for less pay. Americans who had
lost income over the last four years could conclude they were being
pushed down the greasy pole. But the politicians in Washington did
not seem to care.

Ben Bradlee Jr.’s excellent book, The Forgotten: How the People
of One Pennsylvania County Elected Donald Trump and Changed
America, examined how Trump won “rust belt” Luzerne County in
northwest Pennsylvania. Obama had won the county, 64,000+ to
Mitt Romney’s 58,000+ in 2012. But Hillary got only a little over
52,000 votes compared to Trump’s 78,000+. So, nearly the same
number of people voted in each election, and a 6,000 vote
Democratic victory four years earlier turned into a crushing 26,000
vote loss. Clinton lost at least 12,000 previous Democratic votes to
Trump. Those plus votes from people who had evidently not voted in
2012 produced Trump’s big victory. Bradlee’s interviews turned up
lots of reasons why about 20 percent of the 2012 Democratic voters
responded to Donald Trump’s 2016 message, but loss of income—
real or anticipated—came up most often. However, that by itself did
not automatically cause a switch, because a solid majority (80
percent) of the Democratic voters seemingly saw through Trump’s
preposterous disguise as a nonpolitician devoted to helping the little
guy. What then was different about the 20 percent who switched?
We suspect Trump peeled off the most authoritarian of the
traditional Democratic voters, including the social dominators who
took their drop in status hardest.

Post-election surveys uncovered a second group who had not
personally lost ground economically, but still believed white



Americans were losing their dominance in the country.17 They
thought the newcomers were changing American culture, costing
white people their privileges. Nearly half of them said they now felt
like a stranger in their own country, it had changed so much. This
anxiety about “cultural displacement” was especially prevalent in
rural areas of midwestern states. Trump captured the mood of many
white, undereducated voters who felt they were being left behind
when he talked about “the forgotten,” and their anger made them
responsive to the enormous hostility that lathered his rhetoric. They
wanted an “outsider” to bash Washington, and Trump had a
sledgehammer of a mouth. Researchers predictably found a
preference for an authoritarian leader among voters who felt their
birthright was being stolen from them. For example, most (60
percent) of the white, working-class voters surveyed shortly after the
election agreed that, “Because things have gotten so far off track in
this country, we need a leader who is willing to break some rules if
that’s what it takes to set things right.”18

You must feel compassion for many of Trump’s supporters when
you realize what they have gone through and when you see things
through their eyes. The trouble is the anger aroused by their fear of
being disinherited made them receptive to a political movement that
will destroy the country if it goes unchecked. Trump’s earnest
supporters will end up much worse off than they are now, along with
everybody else, if our democracy is destroyed. Furthermore, while
you immediately sympathize with people who are struggling to feed
their children, some of them felt they were more entitled to
employment than others just because they were white. They believed
in a stratified society in which “European types” prospered more
than any other. They wanted non-whites laid off, and non-white
children to go hungry, rather than their own, simply based on skin
color. That is ten dimes out of a dollar short of an acceptable
solution, and we should have no part of it.



PERSPECTIVE: TRUMP’S 2000 CAMPAIGN FOR
PRESIDENT

To comprehend Trump’s base, a brief flashback provides perspective
because the Donald Trump of an earlier era would not have appealed
at all to high SDOs. Trump wanted no part of a racist appeal in 2000
when he briefly sought the presidential nomination of Ross Perot’s
Reform Party. To the contrary, he charged his chief opponent,
Patrick Buchanan, with being anti-immigrant, prejudiced against
Blacks, gays, and Jews and called him a neo-Nazi “Hitler-lover” who
was “having a love affair with Hitler.”19 Buchanan did not run an
overtly racist campaign. Politicians traditionally appealed to
prejudiced voters carefully, in subtle, wink-wink fashion, fearing a
backlash if they called out minorities by name. George Wallace
campaigned against civil rights, but said he was defending states’
rights. George H. W. Bush just showed Willie Horton’s mug shot
without comment in the “Revolving Door” TV ad in 1988. Buchanan,
the man who suggested “silent majority” to Richard Nixon in 1969,
ran on a nudge-nudge, “America First” platform.

It was widely thought in 2000 that Trump had no intention of
mounting a campaign and was only trying to advertise his brand
through free publicity. He did make it difficult to take him seriously.
For example, he criticized the Reform Party for not having a
platform, and when he was immediately handed a copy of its
platform he did not bother to read it. He had no platform himself,
just assertions that he would renegotiate America’s trade deals,
eliminate the national debt (which he considered a very serious
problem), and provide Americans with universal health care. (Yes, he
did say that!) He kept any sign of understanding these issues strictly
to himself. He went on television a lot, but his candidacy did not
develop traction and he soon told his “exploratory committee” to
stop exploring. He explained to the media that he could not make
himself lie enough to be a successful politician.20



HOW TRUMP ROLLED UP THE SOCIAL DOMINATORS
By 2015 Trump was a nationally known star of an unreal reality TV
show whose name stood for “the best!” He had as well been a
frequent guest on “Fox and Friends,” and was well known to
conservative voters. He thundered onto the political scene as a take-
charge tough guy promising to knock the hell out of everybody,
Republicans and Democrats alike, who marginalized white voters.
He drilled down into their deep-seated anger and it erupted through
him, pervading and corrupting the election. People surged to Trump
for lots of reasons, but you can see why his behavior and his slogan to
make America great again would particularly appeal to social
dominators for whom racial superiority meant a great deal. They
believed he would make their lives great again. Trump promised to
protect white, economically vulnerable, undereducated Americans
against the non-white usurpers who they angrily thought were
flooding the United States, living off their taxes, and rising in society
at their expense. Trump unmistakably believes in social domination,
so they could count on him cracking down on all the people who
were not “real Americans.” Furthermore, they would not have been
offended by Trump’s amoral behavior. Social dominators, scoring
highly on the Conman Scale, do not believe much in right and wrong.
If lying, manipulating, and cheating gets you what you want, they say
do it. “Go ahead, break some rules.” Their man had entered the
scene, stage right, and he was mustering a mob.

Did Trump know all this and cleverly tailor his message to capture
the hearts and minds of these highly prejudiced Americans? Not
likely. He did not have to tailor anything to corner the market on
amoral prejudice, just reveal who he was, an industrial strength,
world-class, thoroughly unprincipled social dominator. He clearly
learned from the responses he got when he demanded the death
penalty for the “Central Park Five” how many anti- “colored” votes
were lying on the table that most politicians did not want to overtly
pick up. He further discovered many Americans could barely control
their hostility toward African Americans when he led the “birther
movement,” and chided President Obama to release his university



grades. Trump understood that resentment seethed within many
white Americans, especially among undereducated white men, over
the increased immigration of non-whites to the United States and the
perception that, in its efforts to give minorities a fairer chance at the
American dream, the federal government was “against white people.”

We believe the decisive moment in Trump’s campaign came at the
outset when he descended the escalator in Trump Tower on June 16,
2015 to announce his candidacy.21 After congratulating himself on
how well the event was being produced—it was staged right out of
The Apprentice, so he knew it would work—he looked down at the
speech placed for him on the podium, which had been prepared with
his campaign manager, Corey Lewandowski. It was timed at seven-
to-eight minutes, and it only took Trump forty minutes to deliver
it.22 The candidate started with “Our country is in serious trouble,” a
line that may take a seasoned reader back to the con-artist Professor
Harold Hill in The Music Man. Then he played what he apparently
thought was his strongest suit: the economy, specifically foreign
trade—the same thing he led with in 2000. He named China, Japan,
and Mexico as countries that had bested America, but blamed the
American government for that. This drew weak, scattered applause,
just as it had 15 years earlier, a deadly sound given the atrium had
been sown with cheering supporters wearing TRUMP T-shirts
provided for this “huge,” televised event. Then Trump looked down
at his speech again and apparently moved onto the next paragraph.
“The U.S. has become a dumping ground for everybody else’s
problems,” he said. This second point was perhaps an extension of
the first, meant to illustrate how other countries were snookering the
American government. Someone in the crowd shouted agreement.
Trump said, “Thank you,” and he got a noticeably louder round of
applause. Whereupon he chuffed, probably because it was too
inarticulate to have been prepared, “When Mexico sends its people,
they’re not sending their best. They’re not sending you.” (He
gestured to someone in his audience.) “They’re not sending you.”
(Another gesture.) “They’re sending people that have lots of
problems, and they’re bringing their problems with them. They’re



bringing drugs, they’re bringing crime, they’re rapists.” He went on
to say that such people were also coming from South and Latin
America, and probably from the Middle East too. “It’s got to stop. It’s
got to stop,” he concluded, and he got his biggest applause yet.

The “drugs, crime, rapists” sentence remains the most famous
thing Trump ever said and it probably set the hook in social
dominators across America as he dove headfirst into the dark side of
American politics. Trump was not being politically correct. He was
not pussyfooting around. He was not afraid of what anybody might
call him. He was speaking his mind. The fact that he was not reading
from a teleprompter, and his delivery was so choppy, and his ideas
often ludicrous (“When did we beat Japan, at anything?…They beat
us all the time.”) told everybody he was saying whatever came into
his head, and to hell with anybody who disagreed (or knew what he
was talking about). When Trump “named names” he likely captured
many prejudiced voters in one fell swoop because he was saying out
loud what these Americans had been thinking for years but had been
cowed into keeping to themselves. By now they were tired of
“stifling” themselves, to use Archie Bunker’s expression, for fear of
being called politically incorrect. After “drugs, crime, rapists,” two
Trump supporters could meet, openly say what they believed,
reinforce one another, and feel validated, empowered, refreshed.
Trump liberated them as surely as Betty Friedan liberated women in
the 1960s. He opened the floodgates on public racism that had been
damned in America for decades. Observers said he had “weaponized”
prejudice.

The setting helped make Trump a champion of discrimination. The
gorgeous building had marble walls. He was big and looked
powerful. His wife was beautiful. His daughter was beautiful.
Everything was “The Best.” He seemed so honest, a straight shooter,
not a politician. God knows he was not running for fame. He already
had all of that anybody could want, they figured. He was not in it for
money, for heaven’s sake. He said he had billions upon billions of
dollars and that he would pay for his whole campaign, so nobody
could possibly “own” him. He obviously knew how to run things.



NBC had made a TV show in which he played himself, a fabulously
successful corporate executive. He was decisive; he fired someone
every week on TV. And wonderfully, he was a WHITE MAN. He
would be a great leader. This was one of the most exciting moments
many social dominators had had in their adult lives, their epiphany.
You can draw a straight line from this speech to the exit polls on
November 8, 2016, when Trump’s supporters, compared with
Clinton’s, said immigration and terrorism were the most important
issues, and they were massively angry at the federal government.23

They did not know it, but they should also have been angry at
Donald Trump, because he had just massively conned them. The
event was a TV show, even more staged than an episode of The
Apprentice. Even the crowd was fake. Unable to find many people
who would support his running for president, Trump had hired
Extra-Mile Casting to provide actors to wear the Trump T-shirts and
fill the atrium (which looked much bigger on TV than it really is) and
celebrate the glorious news that The Donald was going to come down
from on high and save the nation.24 The pay was $50, and the
campaign provided handmade signs that said things like, “People for
a Stronger America.” (They should have read, “Hire out-of-work
actors trying to pay the rent.”). It’s possible that this whole
nightmare we are living through, from the small child crying “Mama”
in a Texas detention center to the bodies being stored in container
trucks in some cities to the economy ricocheting between recession
and depression, began when a “grassroots supporter” who was really
Astroturf cheered at precisely the wrong time and set Trump after
Mexican rapists.

THE 2015–16 CAMPAIGN
Trump quickly went from barely ticking in polls of Republican voters
to front runner with a sonic boom of bombast no one could ignore.25

He was more combative, abusive, assertive, and disruptive in the
debates than anyone had ever been. He heaped scorn on the party he
campaigned to lead. Republicans were as disgusting as Democrats,



he said; all slimy denizens of the same swamp. He attacked everyone
at his rallies who opposed him, and his crowds were bigger and
louder than anyone else’s, just as he was. And as he rained sarcasm
and vitriol down on all the other candidates until their campaigns
withered and died, most of their followers chose to support Trump,
even though he had unconscionably insulted, ridiculed and smeared
their first choices. He drove some voters out of the GOP, to be sure,
but overall, the people who constituted the Republican Party in 2016
found him irresistible. As did many independents. A new American
demagogue was born.

Over the course of the primaries, and during the campaign against
Hillary Clinton, Trump received applause from his crowds when he
touted his economic views, but the roof blew off when he attacked
Mexicans, Muslims, and Obama. Wanting cheers more than anything
else, getting drunk on them, Trump gave them more and more of
what they came for. When he was criticized in the press for
pandering to the most prejudiced people in American society,
including the alt right, whose impulses he was locking and loading,
and as the media pointed out the many falsehoods in his tweets and
speeches, he began attacking the press too. Soon the media became
his prime target, and he would point out the journalists at his rallies,
sometimes naming them individually and calling them “dishonest”
and “disgusting.” The crowd would turn and shout at the reporters,
whose social media accounts quickly filled up with “a bewildering
mudslide of anger and abuse.”26

Protestors, a staple of political campaigns, also got rough
treatment. A Black Lives Matter demonstrator was beaten and
choked after disrupting a Trump rally, and Trump said, “Maybe he
should have been roughed up, because it was absolutely disgusting
what he was doing.”27 At another time he said, as security was
leading a protestor from the hall, “I’d like to punch him in the face.
In the old days protestors would be carried out on stretchers.”28

Fearing that some demonstrator might throw tomatoes at him in
Iowa, he told the crowd to “knock the crap” out of anyone who tried.
“I promise you, I will pay the legal fees.” When someone did



blindside punch an African American protestor in North Carolina
later, Trump said he would “look into” paying the attacker’s fees. The
attacker felt good afterwards about his assault, in which he hit the
protestor in the face from behind. “You bet I liked it. Knocking the
hell out of that big mouth…The next time we see him, we might have
to kill him.”29 (There is no evidence Trump paid for a lawyer to
defend the attacker.)30

Trump attacked foreigners night after night during his run for
president. He continually described immigrants as freeloaders who
want to suck up all the money in America’s welfare system or take
away the jobs hard-working taxpayers had had for years. Before you
knew it, he said, his followers would be a minority controlled by
hordes of immigrants the Democrats let infest the country so they
could win elections. And foreign countries had been very unfair to
America, he said, and that was why so many jobs were disappearing.
Be angry. Be very angry. He also routinely reminded his audiences of
grisly ISIS beheadings, violent gangs from Central America, and
terrorist bombings wherever they occurred. Be afraid. Be very afraid.

The Trump supporters who cheered when he routinely debased his
opponents with ugly nicknames as if they were in a schoolyard, and
when he said he would have the families of terrorists killed, and that
the form of torture known as waterboarding did not go far enough
probably did not expect a dispassionate, rational analysis of anything
at his rallies.31 It was hard to tell them from the crowds at wrestling
matches, a venue with which Donald is very familiar. Instead many
of them came to release the anger and fear that the “Others” had
aroused in them. An America dedicated to civil discourse, civil rights,
and civility would give them no way to scream their anger. Then
Donald Trump appeared and said, I am your voice. And they said,
Oh, would you be? Lead us. Smite our enemies. Donald Trump’s
authoritarian-styled campaign let loose savagery in American
politics, and it stunned his opponents who found it impossible to go
as low as he went night after night. They perhaps recalled the old
saying that there was no sense in wrestling with a pig; you will both
get dirty and the pig will like it. Trump’s viciousness emboldened his



followers, some of whom had been waiting for years for a leader who
would let them unleash a hatred that has long roiled within them.
The target would be up to Trump. Accordingly, when he attacked the
press someone posted the following on CNN’s Jim Acosta’s Facebook
site: “I would love to be looking into your eyes as I choke the last
fucking breath out of you.”32

Some observers predicted Trump was opening the door to
violence. But he brushed off the warnings as dismissively as the
members of the Congressional gun lobby who say, after each
massacre: This has nothing to do with us. We condemn it! When a
series of mass shootings connectable to white supremacists broke out
in the summer of 2019 Trump declared that “hate has no place in
America.” But he himself had ignited and legitimized hatred in every
corner of the land. More than anyone in our lifetime Donald Trump
promoted hatred in speech after speech, tweet after tweet, until it
throbbed like your worst headache throughout our public life,
spreading fear everywhere. When it showed up in Charlottesville,
Virginia on August 11-12, 2017 as the Ku Klux Klan, neo-Nazis, and
other members of the alt-right protested the removal of a statue of
Robert E. Lee, President Trump had all kinds of trouble condemning
these groups, even after a counter-demonstrator had been killed and
many injured by an angry white supremacist. Trump’s equivocation
convinced many of the most prejudiced people in the United States
that Donald Trump was indeed on their side, their secret leader, and
that he thought of them as “his people” because he knew they
supported him. They may have been right.

Social dominators have found their authoritarian leader, and we
are witnessing the growing unfolding of authoritarianism in the
United States. It is not attractive. It has not been our past and should
not be our future. But if Trump—or any authoritarian leader—holds a
post as powerful and pervasive as the American presidency, it will be
our present, our way in the world. This is the reason it is so
important that Americans appreciate that authoritarianism is on the
ballot in the 2020 election, not to mention for many elections that
will follow.



* See https://projects.fivethirtyeight.com/trump-approval-ratings/voters.
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CHAPTER SIX



DONALD TRUMP’S BASE: PART II—
AUTHORITARIAN FOLLOWERS

We believe an even larger group of authoritarians (beside social
dominators) swells the ranks of Donald Trump’s supporters, They
are authoritarian followers, and they are typically cut from
altogether different cloth. Social dominators want to control other
groups as much as they can, collectively as part of a superior group,
and even individually on a person-to-person basis. In contrast, some
other people want to submit to authority and authoritarian leaders,
particularly to the powers that be (or ought to be, in their minds).
Social scientists have been studying these people for more than forty
years and have learned a great deal about them. These authoritarian
followers show these three characteristics:

a high degree of submission to the perceived established,
legitimate authorities in society;
high levels of aggression in the name of their authorities; and
a high level of conventionalism, insisting that others follow the
norms endorsed by their authorities.1

Because these followers submit to those they consider the
established, legitimate authorities in society, they are called right-
wing authoritarians. The “right” in right-wing authoritarianism
does not refer to conservatism as a political philosophy, but to the
word’s earlier use in Olde English, where riht (pronounced writ)
meant lawful, proper, and correct. The established authorities
involved may embrace any politico-economic position, even
overwhelmingly “left-wing” views. Thus, when there was a Soviet
Union, the people who gladly submitted to the Communist Party



would be considered right-wing authoritarians, even though state-
controlled socialism is anathema to conservatives in the United
States. Right-wing authoritarianism, as used here, is a psychological
variable, a trait. It is an aspect of a person’s personality, like the need
for achievement or emotional intelligence, not their economic
philosophy or political beliefs.2

Nothing demonstrates right-wing authoritarians’ submission to
their leaders as clearly as Trump’s supporters’ acceptance of his
pronouncements and guidance regarding COVID-19. Polls show they
believed Trump’s dismissal of the threat during January and
February and up to March 11, 2020. Accordingly, they would have
been more likely to ignore the advice coming from medical experts to
socially distance themselves from others. Considerable numbers of
them likely became infected and proceeded to infect others,
including their loved ones. Trump’s dramatic change in tune on
March 11 should have made clear what he himself could never admit,
namely that he had given them terrible, life-threatening advice for
week after week. But their support continued unabated.3 They did
not blame him for leading them, as far as they knew, into the Valley
of Death. And this insane willingness to follow Trump’s advice and
example has continued. Some of his followers began taking
hydroxychloroquine because Trump said he did and urged people to
try it, even though it was unproven as a treatment for COVID-19.4
Some Trump followers insisted on not wearing face masks, and even
cussed out people who did. Wearing a face mask (which protects
others from getting the disease from you) was taken as a sign of
disloyalty to the president. These startling behaviors provide a new
version of his famous “Fifth Avenue” boast. Trump can now say, “My
followers are so loyal that if I mislead them and they all end up in
hospital tents on Fifth Avenue to die, they will still vote for me.”

THE RIGHT-WING AUTHORITARIANISM SCALE
Right-wing authoritarianism (RWA) is measured by a twenty-item
personality test (which we made part of a survey the Monmouth



University Polling Institute conducted for this book in late 2019).
Here is an item from the scale that was written to tap submission to
established authority, aggression in the name of that authority, and
conventionalism: “Our country desperately needs a mighty leader
who will do what has to be done to destroy the radical new ways and
sinfulness that are ruining us.” The person taking the test has nine
ways to respond: –4 (very strong disagreement) to +4 (very strong
agreement). 0 means “No opinion” or “Mind your own business.”

You might immediately notice that this statement could appeal to
some political and religious conservatives because it targets
unconventional “radical new ways,” and “sinfulness.” Many of the
other items on the RWA Scale raise issues or have phrases that
would resonate with these groups even if their members are not
authoritarian followers. Does that not show the test is biased to make
such groups look like something they are not? It depends on whether
these groups also want a mighty, tough leader (submission) charging
around destroying (aggression) those who violate conventions.
People can think that “new ways” and “sinfulness” are causing lots of
problems, but also that they can be solved by better education, law
enforcement, setting a good example, or prayer. Since each item is
answered on a -4 to +4 basis, such a person could give a mild
reaction, such as +1 or +2, to show their mixed feelings about the
statement. Respondents are told to do this when they have different
reactions to different parts of a statement. Conservatives who are not
submissive and aggressive would probably not agree at all with the
statement, much less very strongly agree. To score highly on the
RWA Scale you must show all three of the attitudes in the definition
of right-wing authoritarianism, compared to other people. If you are
submissive and conventional, for example, but not aggressive, you
will probably score higher than average on the scale, but not really
high.

You may still suspect the RWA Scale basically measures political or
religious conservatism. If you are right, then the research findings
stretching out before you for the next three chapters apply basically
to conservatives, or religious conservatives. Help yourself. But



beware: You are choosing “Door A,” and in a page or two when you
see what RWA Scale scores correlate with you may wish you had said
right-wing authoritarianism is different from conservatism, and
chosen Door B instead.

WHY FACTS AND LOGIC DO NOT INFLUENCE TRUMP
SUPPORTERS

Anyone who has had a serious “discussion” with a Trump supporter
may have noticed that facts and logic often bounce right off them.
Coherent arguments, even scientific studies, will not likely change
the mind of a Trump supporter. Obstinate thinking has interested
psychologists for decades. Their first explanation would involve
cognitive dissonance, the anxiety produced when our thoughts
conflict with one another. People classically reduce dissonance by
reinforcing one idea or diminishing the importance of another. A lot
of dissonance may lead them to change an idea entirely. High (and
low) RWAs undoubtedly experience dissonance from ideas that do
not fit together, but there ought to be so much conflict in high RWAs’
thinking that they should be boiling over with anxiety. They have
invested enormously in Donald Trump in their own minds and
socially, yet every day he does something that shows he is unfit for
office. That ought to produce so much dissonance—which after all is
disruption in thinking just as it is in music—that the person can
barely tie his shoes. So we think ardent Trump supporters
necessarily use additional cognitive tactics to produce stability in
their thinking—so much so that the stability becomes dogmatism.

Studies have found that persons who score highly on the RWA
Scale, as a group, have (1) highly compartmentalized thinking; (2)
they use a lot of double standards; (3) they believe many conflicting
and even contradictory things; (4) they have a lot of trouble deciding
what is sound evidence and what is not; (5) their thinking is highly
ethnocentric; (6) they are decidedly prejudiced in what they believe
about others; and (7) for all the difficulties they have getting their
thinking cap on right, they are very dogmatic about what they



believe, as we just noted. Because we think high RWAs tend to
support Donald Trump, we believe it important to briefly examine
each of these seven traits.

A note on the generalizations and relative differences revealed by
the study of authoritarians: In this chapter and through chapter 9,
we shall report dozens of social science findings about authoritarian
followers. We have not cluttered the endnotes with every study
involved, but you can find most of them at
www.theauthoritarians.org or in The Authoritarian Specter by Bob
Altemeyer, Harvard University Press, 1996. Beyond that, all of the
findings reported are generalizations with exceptions, just like the
statement “boys are taller than girls” is a generalization to which
there are exceptions. It is important to guard against
overgeneralizations. Every study had high RWAs who acted
differently from the way most high RWAs did (and some low RWAs
who were different from most lows). The social sciences can only
offer relative differences. People, unlike hydrogen atoms, are much
too complicated to be completely predictable. Furthermore, very few
individuals will display all the traits found among a group of high
RWAs in a study. Just as in baseball, center fielders often bat high in
the lineup, have more infield hits, hit more triples, bounce into fewer
double plays, make more shoestring catches, keep more home runs
from clearing the fences, and a slew of other things. But very few
center fielders do all these things on their team. The same occurs
with the authoritarians studied by social science and the information
revealed about them in the following chapters.

Another point may help avoid misunderstanding. The differences
between low and high RWAs in a study are, obviously, relative. So if
you want to know how many “high RWAs” there are in America, we
have to ask back, “How many tall people are there, or heavy people?”
We can measure all these things objectively, but the measurements
do not have automatic boundary lines. We can just say some people,
as a group, are more authoritarian, or taller, or heavier, than other
people. In our studies we usually mean, by “low RWAs,” the subjects
who scored in the bottom 25% of the RWA Scale scores found in a

http://www.theauthoritarians.org/


study, and “high RWAs” scored in the top 25%. But those are
arbitrary classifications.

1. HIGHLY COMPARTMENTALIZED THINKING
When you explore the minds of high RWAs you find yourself in a
topsy-turvy maze of isolated compartments that contain unorganized
slogans, cultural norms, “things ‘they’ say,” rumored “well-
established facts,” and superstitions. It is all something of a muddle.
Each idea is alive and well and living in its own safely deposited
place, ready to be pulled out when it is useful, then returned to its
compartment and shut tightly away again. They will say how great it
is to live in a country that guarantees freedom of speech but then
assert, “My country, love it or leave it,” when somebody criticizes the
nation. Their beliefs exist unorganized and all over the place, as
independent as apartment dwellers in a high rise, except they do not
even have a nodding acquaintance. Think of the vast box-filled
warehouse at the end of the first Indiana Jones movie where the Ark
of the Covenant is stored. We all have some inconsistencies in our
thinking, but if authoritarian supporters were on the starship
Enterprise, they would frequently set their mouths on Stun or even
Stupefy with the inconsistency of their ideas.

The key to understanding the chaos in high RWA minds is that,
compared to most people, they simply copied their ideas from
trusted sources and have never checked to see how well they all fit
together. We all start out with “hand-me-down truth,” but most
people have experiences that challenge their preconceptions and
start figuring things out for themselves. Some people even go
searching for other views (or have them brought emphatically to
their attention—marriage can do this). And as new ideas crash into
the old ones, people try to make sense of what they have learned.
Many of us integrate. But high RWAs do not. They stick with the old
truths, and if a new learning contradicts an old one, it makes no
difference because everything is in its own place and not to be



disturbed. So even if you win the argument, it is not likely to change
their minds. Sound familiar?

This really is not their fault, at least not up to a point. High RWAs
were made to memorize “the truth” rather than discover it for
themselves. And those authorities very often were conscientiously
passing on beliefs and attitudes they believed were the best one could
have. The problem is, any set of beliefs can endure, even very evil
ones, if examination is discouraged. And you do not want to end up a
case-in-point for Socrates when he said, “The unexamined life is not
worth living.” But many authoritarian followers learn at an early age
that Submission 101 is a prerequisite to everything. Accordingly, they
do not dare to critically examine the ideas their authorities sticky-
noted to their brains. It is just too scary a prospect.5

This came through clearly when university students were asked
how they reached their present beliefs about God. At some point,
typically by mid-adolescence, many children begin to have doubts
about the religious beliefs their parents and other social authorities
have been teaching them all their lives. Science can challenge such
beliefs. New acquaintances from different backgrounds can confound
them. Or maybe a loved one dies. A genocide somewhere
unforgettably hammers home the problem of evil. Many things the
child was taught seem under assault, even the existence of God. “Is
this just like Santa Claus?” the teen wonders. When asked what they
did when these doubts erupted, students scoring low on the RWA
Scale said they sought out evidence on both sides of the issue. They
read Genesis and they read about evolution. They talked to peers
who were strong believers and those who believed something else
entirely. They read both Christian apologists and Bertrand Russell.
On the other hand, high RWA students, more than anything else,
said they went to their parents for guidance or talked to friends from
their own faith or prayed or consulted their clergy. These one-sided
searches show they were basically seeking reassurance, not the truth,
whatever it may be. Whereas some low RWAs modified or even gave
up their faiths, nearly all the highs stayed the course. They never
resolved “evolution versus Genesis.” They just compartmentalized



the issue, storing each explanation in a separate box, ignoring the
implications each one has for the other, and only opening one box at
a time, as needed.6

Do we find examples of highly compartmentalized, unintegrated
thinking in Trump’s base, just as we do in Trump himself? How may
dozens of examples would you like? We shall just bring up four
major examples. The first example involves a particularly dangerous
development. Trump’s supporters thought nothing when he
promised his acting secretary of Homeland Security that he would
“fix” any legal problems if the secretary broke the law following his
wishes by pardoning her.7 Similarly, Trump also urged officials
building his wall to seize property and ignore environmental reviews,
again promising presidential pardons if they were convicted of
breaking the law.8 How do we know the base did not mind “your law
and order president’s” cavalier attitude toward law and order? His
support in the polls did not meaningfully budge after these
subterfuges were revealed.9 Trump’s core supporters apparently did
not grasp that if a president can promise a pardon in advance for
breaking the law, he can nullify any federal statute he wishes, a
supremely dangerous power quite antithetical to the compartment
marked The United States Constitution.

The second example shows how flimsily Trump’s followers believe
in America’s values. When the immigration debate escalated in 2019
many people pointed out the contradiction between Trump’s
rejection of asylum seekers and the famous words displayed on the
base of the Statue of Liberty: “Give me your tired, your poor huddled
masses, yearning to be free…” The words have been there for more
than a century and proclaim America’s noblest attitude toward
newcomers. They tell the world, and us, who and what we are. This
central belief ought to be connected to dozens of other principles and
values firmly implanted in the American psyche. But when Stephen
Miller, Trump’s chief advisor on immigration, dismissed the
inscription as merely the words of a poem that have nothing to do
with the statue’s purpose, no sign of disagreement arose in Trump’s
base.10 Trump’s authoritarian followers were silent because testing



shows they have only a superficial belief in liberty and democracy.
Like Trump, their thinking is highly compartmentalized because they
do not have an underlying set of principles in which they believe.
Thus, when authoritarians talk about how much they value freedom,
they are talking about their own freedom. They do not give much
thought to those who, in many ways, are still not “free at last.” They
do not grasp the principle that freedoms must be equally shared in a
just society. Their point of view is well symbolized by the Gadsden
flag you often see at Trump rallies—the one with the coiled
rattlesnake on it and the inscription reading “Don’t tread on me,” not
“Don’t tread on us.”

Our third example of compartmentalization in Trump’s followers
involves their most fervent cause, curtailing and/or outlawing
abortion. They hold that a human soul is created at conception and
any intentional termination of an embryo or a fetus means killing a
human being. In short, they say they place great value on human life.
But as the COVID-19 virus forced the American economy to lock
down, Trump supporters (at his urging) began demanding that it be
opened. Demonstrators and even governors such as Brian Kemp in
Georgia acknowledged that permitting movie theaters, restaurants,
beauty shops, and so forth to resume business would result in the
death of people through “community spread.” But it was worth it,
they said, to get the economy back in business. In other words, while
they greatly value the life of an unborn, it is all right to kill someone’s
grandparents or the poor or your next-door neighbor, if you get your
job back a month or two sooner. What happened to the inviolate
importance of human life?

A fourth example also centers on the reaction of Trump’s base to
his handling of the COVID-19 emergency. They believed him when
he said it was a “nothing virus,” and then they believed him when he
said it was deadly serious, and then they believed him yet again when
he began saying only days later that it was safe now to open up the
economy, even though almost every medical expert in the world said,
in essence, if stupid could fly, this idea would be a supersonic jet.
And most of all, Trump’s ardent followers believed him when he



insisted the devastation COVID-19 had imposed on the United States
vis-à-vis virtually every other country in the world, was not his fault.
Why should they think it was? All his ignoring the danger and “it’s
just the flu” and “it will disappear in April” statements are neatly
packed away, somewhere near the Covenant of the Ark.

2. DOUBLE-STANDARD JUDGMENTS
Because their thinking is so unintegrated, authoritarian followers
often land on the Howling Hypocrites end of the integrity yardstick
because they use so many double standards in their judgments. This
has shown up many times in experiments where people are asked
how much they want to punish a wrongdoer. In general, if high
RWAs like the perpetrator, they go easy. They are especially likely to
be lenient on authority figures who break the law. If they dislike the
offender (say, because he is homosexual or Black), they are much
more punitive. Low RWAs, on the other hand, are even-handed and,
in general, punish the crime, not the criminal. An experiment run in
the United States and the Soviet Union in the late 1980s shows high
RWAs using double standards in their evaluations. In both nations
the authoritarian followers thought their country was the “good guy”
when it did something, such as interfering in the politics of another
nation, that they condemned the other country for doing. So, high
RWAs are in the box seats in the super-patriotic front row of their
populations, loudly condemning their enemies. Ironically, these
studies show if they had grown up to be the same kind of person
(high RWA) in the other country, they would be in the front row on
the other side, loudly condemning what they presently embrace and
intensely believing what they presently find utterly repugnant.

Experiments have found that high RWAs seem to think with a
“forked brain” in other areas of life as well. They thought unfair
election practices were more serious when done by a liberal
government than when done by a conservative one. They endorsed
many traditional double standards regarding sex roles. They liked
the idea of requiring public schools in North America to emphatically



teach Christianity to all the students, but when asked how they
would feel if they lived in a Muslim country and the government
there insisted all the students in public schools be emphatically
taught Islam, they thought that would definitely be wrong. In all
these cases, low RWAs showed greater integrity.

For another example, take their ready acceptance of Trump’s
labeling Hillary Clinton as Crooked Hillary. How was she crooked?
Trump alleged she required people who wanted access to her as
secretary of state to contribute to the Clinton Foundation, a charity
active on many fronts around the world. Were the “pay for play”
accusations against Clinton true? Possibly. Some Clinton Foundation
contributors seem to have benefited, and the perception may have
been encouraged that a donation would open doors.11 Certainly
contributions to the foundation dropped like a rock after the 2016
election. But the FBI could not find evidence of influence pedaling
that would stand up in court, a story heard often about both sides
during the 2016 election. It must also be said that the Clinton
Foundation is recognized as one of the most efficient and beneficial
charities in the world.12 Meanwhile, an investigation spearheaded by
David Fahrenthold of the Washington Post made it clear that Trump
used the Donald J. Trump Foundation for years for numerous, wide-
ranging activities that enriched him or his image.13 The state of New
York investigated numerous charges against the Trump Foundation,
and they discovered he was running an illegal operation, using his
charity to pay business and personal expenses, so they forced him to
dissolve the charity in late 2018. His conduct was so illegal that the
state has banned him from ever operating a charity in New York
again.14 Thus, there is no doubt about Trump being Crooked Donald,
who has single-handedly given charity a bad name. Yet such stories,
which we have seen go back to his earliest days as a real estate
developer, were ignored by the crowds who cheered every time
Trump referred to his Democratic opponent as being crooked.

Trump’s supporters also show a double standard about Hillary
Clinton and Donald Trump’s truthfulness. They rightly made a great
deal out of Clinton’s, who claimed she never sent classified



information in emails through her private server.15 At the same time,
they ignored the humongous number of lies Trump told before,
during, and after the election campaign. The man lies while brushing
his teeth. And after blasting Clinton for endangering national
security through her emails, Trump’s followers looked the other way
when his daughter and husband were denied security clearances by
the White House staff, but Trump awarded them anyway.16

3. CONFLICTING AND CONTRADICTORY IDEAS
Are the contradictory ideas in the compartmentalized minds of
authoritarian followers truly so sealed off that even conspicuous
inconsistency goes unnoticed? This was tested in a study in which
subjects responded to ten statements at the bottom of a survey page,
turned the page over, and then responded to ten other statements
that were the opposites of the ones they had just answered. For
example, “A government should allow total freedom of expression,
even if it threatens law and order,” and then on the next page, “A
government should only allow freedom of expression so long as it
does not threaten law and order.” High RWAs showed a tendency to
say “Yes” and “Yes,” thus rejecting an idea they endorsed just a
minute earlier. They had “turned the page,” so to speak. Low RWAs
were significantly more likely to answer consistently, such as
answering “Yes” and “No.”

As another example of this uncritical acceptance, authoritarian
followers have a weakness for bombast that turns off careful
thinkers.17 This was demonstrated in a series of studies in which
subjects were asked if a cited difficulty, such as the drug problem,
qualified as the most serious problem facing the country. When the
drug problem and the crime it causes was proposed, 74 percent of
high RWAs agreed it was the country’s number one problem. When
another sample was asked about the “destruction” of the family, 84
percent said that was the biggest difficulty we faced. As did 72
percent in a third study about the loss of religion and commitment to
God. Since they cannot all be our biggest problem, high RWAs



appear easily excited. But maybe low RWAs would flare up just as
indiscriminately when if someone claimed various of their big
worries pose our biggest threat. Accordingly, 66 percent of low
RWAs did agree that the destruction of the environment was our
biggest problem. But only 44 percent endorsed the destruction of
individual freedom, and 35 percent agreed that poverty was the most
serious threat in later studies. Low RWAs appear to be more careful
thinkers, hence much less vulnerable to exaggeration. Demagogues
would find them prickly and argumentative. (If people find you that
way, it could be a good thing.)

Do Donald Trump’s supporters accept contradictory statements
from the “check back with us tomorrow” White House? That could be
another chapter. NBC News counted thirty-two “new stances” on
thirteen different issues during Trump’s first six months in office.18

(Unlike the Washington Post’s running tab on Trump’s lies, NBC did
not continue counting.) The biggest early example involved Trump’s
firing of FBI Director James Comey on May 9, 2017. Trump said he
acted after receiving a recommendation from the Department of
Justice, then he said he had decided to fire Comey before he got the
recommendation because of the FBI’s investigation of Russian
interference in the 2016 election. Then he said that investigation had
nothing to do with the firing. Comey was fired because he had lost
support among the rank-and-file of the bureau. When the FBI
shouted from bottom to top that was not true, the White House
settled on the following: Comey was not doing a good job, but do not
ask us for any details, because we explained all that earlier.

For another example of Trump contradicting himself, consider the
flip-flop-flip around the Mueller Report. For months, the president
said the Mueller investigation on Russian interference in the 2016
election amounted to nothing more than a witch hunt and a hoax.
Then on March 26, 2019, when Attorney General William Barr
released his Trump-exonerating version of the Mueller Report,
Trump ignored his previous aspersions and said Mueller had done a
great job. Trump’s counselor to the president Kellyanne Conway
called Mueller’s work “the gold standard” for such an investigation.19



Then after more of the report became public and all the damaging
material about obstruction of justice was revealed, Trump, on April
19, 2019, called it “crazy” and the work of “18 Angry Democrat
Trump Haters” out to destroy him.20

How about bombast? Does Donald Trump occasionally blow
things out of proportion? No, not occasionally. Almost always. It
seems that for him, a properly formed sentence has to have a subject,
a predicate, and an extreme exaggeration. Many people quickly
notice this and learn to discount everything he says by something
like ten-cents-to-the-dollar—a bankruptcy expression with which
Trump is very familiar. But his base cheers wildly when his
statements misrepresent wildly.

4. DIFFICULTY JUDGING EVIDENCE
In 1989 a woman named Mary Wegmann was performing her civic
duty by sitting on a jury in Port Angeles, Washington. When the jury
began deliberations, she wondered if some of her cohorts had
attended a different trial than she had. They could not remember
evidence she thought was vital, they invented evidence that did not
exist, and they had a great deal of trouble inferring the logical
conclusions from the facts that could be agreed on. It was a difficult
experience for Wegmann, but it did give her, as a graduate student in
psychology, a topic for her PhD dissertation. She ran experiments on
RWA scores and the ability to think straight in samples drawn from
the Port Angeles county jury pool and from a local college. And
indeed, she found that high RWAs had trouble accurately
remembering information they had just read and heard along with
trouble reaching sensible conclusions from information presented.

Research has subsequently shown that high RWAs especially have
trouble realizing a deduction is wrong. When asked to take a
reasoning test, billed as such, that presented the syllogism, “All fish
live in the sea. Sharks live in the sea. Therefore, sharks are fish,” they
said the conclusion logically followed. (It does not.) High RWAs are
too used to saying yes, which the authorities in their lives likely



taught them early on was the “right” answer when they did not know.
This does not mean high RWAs agree with everything they hear. To
the contrary, they carry around a long list of ideas and sources they
will instantly doubt. But they do not disbelieve things because they
have thought them through or learned from experience that they are
wrong. Rather, their trusted authority figures have told them what to
think. They were raised to believe what their raisers believed. For
reasons easy to imagine, their authorities did not teach them to
doubt what had been poured into their heads.

This shows up in their judgments regarding sufficiency of
evidence: What proves an idea is right? Sometimes, for example,
planes crash when their pilots’ biorhythms (e.g. daily cycles of
sleeping and waking) are out of sync. Does this prove biorhythms
affect our lives? No, of course not. If biorhythms affected nothing at
all, you would still find some crashes happened when the pilots were
having a “low day” on their biorhythm charts, and some on “high
days.” Random events happen randomly, you know! Much better
evidence is needed. Testing shows that across a broad range of
issues, high RWAs are more likely than most to be swayed by
inconclusive evidence. It is another example of their “yea-saying.”
And on some issues they show almost no capacity for critical
thinking at all. They think the legends of big floods, which are found
in many cultures, prove that the story of Noah and the Ark is true.
They think a fallen wall found at Jericho proves the story of Joshua
and the horns. They think the stories some people tell about going
toward a “Being of Light” during near-death experiences proves
there is an afterlife. They know what they want to be true, so it does
not take much evidence to prove to them that they are right. Like the
Queen of Hearts in Alice in Wonderland who said, “Sentence first,
then the verdict,” they effortlessly place the wagon in front of the
horse. High RWAs are also unpersuaded by conclusive evidence
when they do not like the conclusion. For example, they think that
the scientific evidence showing the Shroud of Turin was created in
the Middle Ages proves nothing, because they “know” it was wrapped



around Jesus’ body a thousand years earlier. They think the statistics
on Black men killed while in custody by policemen prove nothing.

Trump’s supporters show such biases frequently. With no evidence
whatsoever, they believed Trump’s claim that President Obama was
not born in Hawaii and that Obama had placed listening devices on
his phones in Trump Tower during the 2016 campaign. Many in
Trump’s legions similarly believe his assertion, as bereft of evidence
as a newborn pig lacks a tuxedo, that he actually won the popular
vote in 2016 if you take away the millions of illegal votes that Trump
says Clinton received. With no evidence whatsoever, for Trump is
unwilling to provide it, his supporters believe that the worst scandal
in American history, far worse than Watergate, is “Obamagate.” As
we write, Trump is looking for anything he can use to validate his
newly created “Obamagate” scandal.

Another outstanding example of Trump’s supporters’ dismissal of
evidence lay in their persistent refusal to believe the Russians
interfered in the 2016 election. (And the Russians are doing so again
in 2020.) Despite the fact that all of the federal government’s
intelligence agencies publicly stated the Russians had, and Robert
Mueller concluded they had, and a bipartisan report of the
Republican-controlled Senate Intelligence Committee said they had,
many Republicans in the U.S. House of Representatives, and almost
all of Trump’s base still believed that the Russians did not even try.21

That is what Putin said, and Trump believes him, so it must be true.
Imagine: Republicans, through Trump, believe Vladimir Putin over
the FBI, CIA, and the National Security Agency. The tremor you feel
in cemeteries around the nation is caused by deceased Republicans
turning in their graves and hiding their faces in shame.

But the premier example of Trump’s base refusing to accept
science-based conclusions must be their belief that their president
knows more about communicable viral diseases than the experts who
have spent their lives studying them. Furthermore, everyone could
see from the COVID-19 data what was happening in other countries,
such as Italy and Spain, where a failure to implement the drastic
social isolation measures (which had worked in Wuhan, China)



resulted in the epidemic spreading very fast. But when Trump
decided that the economy had to be revived, even if it did cost lives,
the base was willing to stop taking precautions. And when
epidemiologists observed there is not going to be any economy worth
having if the medical system collapses in the middle of this
pandemic, the base largely ignored them.

5. HIGHLY ETHNOCENTRIC
Studies have shown that high RWAs are usually very ethnocentric,
strongly dividing the world into “Us” and “Them” categories, which
has been called “tribalism” by some observers. This tendency comes
close to being universally true of human beings, for we all do it to
some extent. Look at how easily novelists and screenwriters get us to
identify with their main characters’ “Us” rather than the “Thems.”
But high RWAs have extra helpings of this naturally occurring
tendency, so studies have explored when they got them. When RWA
students were asked to recall the first time the world was described
to them in terms of “people like us” and “people not like us,” they
reported it most often happened first, not about gender or race or
nationality, but religion. Their distinctive identity was rooted more
in their family’s religious affiliation than anything else when they
were growing up, and the home religion was stressed to high RWAs
much more than it was stressed to low RWAs. That emphasis could
have become a template for quick Us-versus-Them categorizations
when they met people. Such an automatic drawing of distinctions
can be laden with rejection of “Them” and a desire to isolate “the
Other” from oneself. Accordingly, high RWA Christians score highly
on a measure called the Religious Ethnocentrism Scale, where they
agree with statements such as “non-Christian religions have a lot of
weird beliefs and pagan ways that Christians should avoid having
any contact with,” and “If it were possible, I’d rather have a job
where I worked with people with the same religious views I have
rather than with people with different views.”



Do Donald Trump’s supporters draw distinctions between
themselves and everyone else? Do they express a desire to keep
people who are different away from them, even on a global scale?
Would they say, “Since you don’t agree with me, you’re one of those
people who hate America”? Do rhetorical questions have obvious
answers? Consider them in the context of the issue of building The
Wall: Against all odds and common sense history many state that the
major issue within the United States from 2016 to 2018 was whether
to build a high wall on its Mexican border. Once Trump’s base got
the Supreme Court justices they wanted, building this wall became
their top priority, which was more than a little surprising because
they had never thought of building the thing until Trump suggested
it. And Trump only mentioned it by accident. In 2014 when Trump
was exploring the notion of running for president, it became clear
that illegal immigration could be a decisive issue among Republican
voters and an effective, divisive wedge issue. But Trump, who cannot
effectively read a speech from a teleprompter but has trouble
remembering what he wants to say, kept forgetting to bring up
immigration, leaving his seal-the-deal lines in his speaking notes. As
a result, his advisors suggested that as he looked to the back of the
room in which he was speaking, he visualize a wall along America’s
southern border to remind him that he wanted to stop illegal
immigration. But no one in the campaign proposed building such a
wall because it might win the prize for most incredibly stupid idea of
the year, a superlative Trump did not want to claim. The “wall” was a
mnemonic device, just a reminder to bring up immigration. Trump
reportedly disliked the idea and dismissed it. But in January 2015,
probably while confused about what he wanted to say next while
addressing supporters in Iowa, he blurted out, “I will build a wall.”
And the crowd went crazy. He reflexively turned this into self-
aggrandizement, saying nobody could build a wall like he could. The
crowd cheered its brains out. Thus, it became a campaign slogan and
promise, and eventually a chant at his rallies.22 Trump probably had
no idea what he was unleashing in his highly ethnocentric followers,
who had spent their lives building walls between themselves and



others. But his promise to build a wall did not merely strike a chord
in their psyches, it sang an aria to their whole being. No matter who
paid for it, no matter what the cost, including subverting the
Constitution, no matter how completely and magnificently it would
fail to solve the underlying problem, they had to have that wall!

It should surprise no one that Trump’s approach to the COVID-19
pandemic was built on ethnocentrism, as was the reaction of his
base. From the time he first ran for president in 2000, Donald
Trump has promoted a nationalistic, America-first, isolationist
outlook based on the belief that everybody else, friend and foe alike,
was taking advantage of a patsy USA. It was us versus all others,
whom we had to, according to Trump, keep at a distance. When he
learned in January 2020 that a new disease had broken out in
central China, his first thought was probably, “Good. That’s going to
hurt China,” and the last thing he would have thought of was that it
could reach the United States. So he did not give it a second thought.
Even when he learned it was spreading elsewhere, and two cases had
reached America, he took half-steps. He seemed to think that the in-
group would be stronger, more resilient, “exceptional people” who
would be an exclusion to the rule. This was remarkable because
Trump has often acknowledged he is a germaphobe. But his behavior
indicates he thought this disease was something foreigners got, not
Americans. And the behavior of his followers mentioned earlier
indicates they thought they were virus-proof too. Eventually the sign
that you were a real Trump supporter was that you did not wear a
mask. Divide, divide, divide, divide.

6. HIGHLY PREJUDICED
When ethnocentrism leads to prejudging others according to their
being in the Out-group versus the In-group, it is prejudice. American
authoritarians are not only prejudiced against Mexicans, Muslims,
and migrants from many places, they also instantly judge most of
their fellow citizens according to what racial, ethnic, religious, social
class, et cetera group they belong to before they ever get to know



them as individuals. Accordingly, a lot of people face an uphill battle
if they are ever going to convince others to accept them. High RWAs,
like high SDOs, take an awful lot of convincing. Forty years of
research have established that, compared to most people, high RWAs
think Black people are naturally violent, Jewish people cannot be
trusted as much as other people, minority groups are spoiled and
happy to live on welfare for the rest of their lives, various racial and
ethnic groups are inherently promiscuous and irresponsible,
homosexual people are sick, people who belong to a different religion
are immoral, and women belong in the kitchen, barefoot and
pregnant. You could say that because of their dislike of so many
others, high RWAs are equal-opportunity discriminators. Studies
show they dislike almost every group that is different, regardless of
race, creed, color, or sexual orientation.

How strong are these prejudices? If a prejudice Olympics were
held in North America some year, high RWAs would win either the
bronze or the silver medal, with their fiercest competition coming
from the social dominators discussed in chapter 5. (We will address
the sure winner of the gold medal for prejudice in a later chapter.)
We know this because of a trail-blazing researcher at the University
of Western Kentucky, Sam McFarland, and his collaborator Sherman
Adelson. In 1996 they produced one of the most remarkable
discoveries in the history of the social sciences that you never heard
about. They “pitted” eighteen different personality tests against one
another to see which could best predict prejudice against Black
people, women, and homosexual people. The personality measures
were chosen because past studies indicated they could predict
prejudice, however weakly. The results could not have been clearer:
Only two of the scales in the studies climbed victoriously out of the
pit: the Social Dominance Orientation Scale and the Right-Wing
Authoritarianism scale. The sixteen other tests could add barely a
penny to what these two tests revealed together when it came to
predicting prejudice. The results were quickly confirmed.23

Furthermore, the two tests could explain most of the prejudice
against Black people, women, and homosexual people. These results



verified one of the earliest discoveries in social psychology to a
degree not previously seen, namely that prejudice results mainly
from the personalities of the discriminators, not the behavior of the
disliked group. But beyond that, only two kinds of persons are
notably involved: high social dominators and high authoritarian
followers, the very people occupying center stage in our narrative
about authoritarianism in American politics today. If you want to
know what aspect of personality psychologically connects to social
prejudice, discrimination, ethnic cleansings, and Holocausts—and
that is one hell of a question—the answer is, more than anything else,
authoritarianism!

Are Trump supporters highly prejudiced? Not all of them, of
course. But many studies concluded that prejudice was a major, or
indeed the major factor, leading white Americans to vote for Trump
in 2016.24 We suggested in the last chapter that Trump’s overtly
prejudiced comments instantly attracted social dominators.
“Mexican rapists,” and his other racists remarks in 2015 and 2016
probably seemed too blatant at first to high RWAs, but they would
have resonated to the underlying rejection of the outsider. This leads
us to infer that prejudice is a most common psychological
denominator among Trump’s supporters. It is the ugly foundation
upon which he has built his presidency, the glue that, more than
anything else, binds most of Trump’s supporters to one another, and
his base to him. Because of McFarland and Adelson’s now well-
replicated findings, we conclude that when you attract the most
prejudiced people in the country to a political movement, you can
safely bet it will be packed with authoritarians.

As noted at the outset of this chapter, research reveals the
differences between social dominators per se and authoritarian
followers per se. Studies show both groups are angry and afraid. But
the dominators’ prejudices spring primarily from anger at how
minorities are advancing, for example, whereas high RWAs’
prejudices arise largely from fear (for their own safety, for instance),
or of changes in their world that will result from cultural diversity.
Also, as we said earlier, social dominators usually know they are



prejudiced compared to most people, but they simply do not care.
They embrace group inequality and take it home to meet mother.
High RWAs, however, think they have normal levels of prejudice.
They believe this because they associate principally with people like
themselves. If their parents were anti-Semitic, if most of the people
they associate with are anti-Semitic, they will think their own
negative attitudes toward Jewish people are ordinary, free of any
hint of prejudice, “just the truth.” If you showed them how
prejudiced they are compared to most people, they will say it simply
could not be so. Conversely, social dominators will say, “Yeah, you’re
right. I hate Jews. So what?”

When Donald Trump flashes his prejudices, as he did when he
reacted so divisively to the Black Lives Matter protests, upside-down
Bible and all, it almost certainly encourages high RWAs to speak
their prejudiced thoughts too and even act on them. Authoritarian
leaders often use a divide-and-conquer strategy built on prejudice to
gain control of a country. The reason is simple, as Pastor Martin
Niemöller’s famous statement reminds us: “First they came for the
socialists, and I did not speak out—because I was not a socialist.
Then they came for the trade unionists, and I did not speak out—
because I was not a trade unionist. Then they came for the Jews, and
I did not speak out—because I was not a Jew. Then they came for me
—and there was no one left to speak for me.”25

7. DOGMATISM
As biased and unintegrated as the beliefs of high RWAs may be, they
are very difficult to change. Some things work, we shall see, but logic
and evidence crash into a brick wall of dogmatism. The source of the
dogmatism is obvious: People who have memorized rather than
thought out their beliefs do not know why what they believe is true.
They acquired their picture of the world on a since-you-say-so basis
and are basically unable to defend their ideas against new
information. But they have a keep in their redoubt against doubt, a
last defense against arguments they cannot answer. Many readers



may have slammed into it around the dinner table or in the carpool:
dogmatism. True Believers simply refuse to change their views. They
cannot explain why they are right, but they know they are.

High RWAs abound with dogmatism, agreeing with statements
from a Dogmatism (DOG) scale such as, “The things I believe in are
so completely true, I could never doubt them,” and “There are no
discoveries or facts that could possibly make me change my mind
about the things that matter most in life.” And they mean it. In one
experiment students were asked if there were any inconsistencies or
contradictions in the Bible. Most said yes; some said no, the Bible is
perfectly consistent. Then the subjects were given the four Gospel
accounts of Easter morning. If you look these up, you will find the
Gospels agree on only one thing: Jesus’s body was not in the tomb
when someone went to it the Sunday after the crucifixion. Otherwise
Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John have different—and, in places, flatly
contradictory—accounts of what happened. After reading these
accounts, subjects were asked again about inconsistent or
contradictory material in the Bible. Students who (1) had earlier said
there was none and (2) had scored highly on the DOG scale, who
were almost all high RWAs, continued to say the Bible was perfectly
consistent even though they had just read the clearest evidence
imaginable that they were wrong. Furthermore, the explanation they
most commonly gave for their steadfastness was that the evangelists
were like witnesses at an automobile accident who saw things from
different points of view. These faithful had likely been taught this
analogy by their religious authorities, and you can tell they just
memorized it rather than thought about it because it admits that
inconsistencies and contradictions do exist and just tries to explain
how they got there. These students were so committed to the oft-
heard lesson that everything in the Bible is true that nothing,
including the Bible itself, could change that.26

Do Trump’s supporters show signs of dogmatism? They have an
amazing capacity to believe Trump’s position on things even when
overwhelming evidence says he is wrong. Take the human role in
climate change. After years of maintaining that the planet’s climate



was not changing, many deniers have retreated to agreeing it is, but
not because of human activity. Or they now maintain increased
carbon dioxide levels in the atmosphere are good. The vast majority
of atmospheric scientists disagree with these defenses, well-funded
by the extraction industries, and have concluded we are hurtling
toward a catastrophe of planetary proportions far worse than
COVID-19. But Trump believes that if you just say “It’s a hoax”
repeatedly (ad nauseum), a significant portion of the population will
believe him. And indeed, most Republicans think human activity has
nothing to do with the changes in our climate.27

Trump may change his tune on the human contribution to climate
change someday as the damage to America mounts. You may
eventually hear him say “use less gasoline” and “invest in wind
power”—positions he totally rejects now—and say he was more
concerned about climate change than anybody all along. Just as he
knew all along that COVID-19 would produce a pandemic. Or for
another example, Trump has completely flip-flopped on childhood
vaccinations.28 The outbreak of measles, a disease once all but
eliminated, has produced a public health crisis so grave that Trump
has cried out, “Get the shots!” He did not acknowledge that he had
for years spread the totally refuted myth that the standard
inoculations produced autism. Some children undoubtedly died
because he did. (Does this sound a bit familiar?) And whenever he
changes, you can be certain that his high RWA supporters will
change too. They are dogmatic about defending the beliefs of their
authorities.

Persons who have a lot of trouble submitting to others or who have
difficulty accepting things without good reason might well wonder
why high RWAs have not woken up and smelled the coffee. But it all
comes easily to people who have a deep down, lifelong tendency to
submit and who are terrified of what will happen if they stop
believing what their authorities say is true. And if you understand
this, you realize not only why Trump’s supporters dogmatically stick
to the party line, you realize that the worse the “news” is for their
belief system, the greater the fear and the tighter they will cling to



the system, when it seems it should be the other way around. Proving
to them that they are wrong will usually backfire.



CHAPTER SEVEN

FURTHER DISTURBING FINDINGS ABOUT
AUTHORITARIAN FOLLOWERS

In this chapter we examine five disturbing aspects of authoritarian
dispositions. First we examine how little these authoritarians value
the great bequest from our ancestors who won the civil liberties we
all enjoy. Then we explore why high RWAs are so aggressive and
mean-spirited. Next we will consider evidence showing how they use
social reinforcement to buttress their beliefs even though it makes
them vulnerable to con man deception. Next we observe how
susceptible they are to pressures to conform, and finally we look at
their understanding of themselves. We undertake this further
examination based on decades of study of high RWA authoritarian
followers to further explain Donald Trump’s core supporters.*1

1. DISMISSAL OF CIVIL LIBERTIES
Many studies have shown that high RWAs would diminish the civil
rights and liberties of others. For example, in the fall of 1974,
students at the Universities of Virginia, Alabama, Indiana, and
Wyoming, along with Penn State answered the RWA scale and also
gave reactions to six instances in which government authorities had
allegedly used high-handed and illegal methods to harass and
prosecute various targets.1 The test cases involved such things as
illegal wiretaps, denial of the right to peacefully protest, and
unwarranted searches and seizures. They were based on news



reports of events in Canada and the United States, and the targets
were usually small groups equally on the fringes of the left and right
wings of the political spectrum. RWA scale scores strongly predicted
acceptance of these injustices. High RWAs were not nearly as
troubled by violations of other people’s civil liberties as were low
RWAs. They seem to have a “father knows best” view of authorities
breaking the law, thus agreeing with statements like: “Since the
authorities make the laws, they can decide whether the laws apply to
them or not.” These same students provided a vivid example of
authoritarian submission and tolerance for authoritarian law-
breaking when they gave their reactions to Watergate in the autumn
of 1974. By then, unassailable evidence had emerged that President
Nixon had authorized the Watergate cover-up from the beginning, he
had been forced to resign when this evidence became public, and he
had then accepted a pardon for the crimes he had committed. The
students were given a timeline of developments in this saga and
asked when they first seriously suspected, and then concluded, that
Nixon was not telling the truth about Watergate. According to their
responses, it took high RWAs much longer than most people to
doubt the president and then to conclude he was guilty. Being a
Democrat or a Republican mattered little compared to the person’s
level of authoritarianism. The high RWAs “stood by their man” until
the end. And then, about one in six students, almost all high RWAs,
still believed he had done nothing very wrong.2

How far does the authoritarian followers’ acceptance of
government injustice and disregard for liberty extend? All the way to
the Constitution, it turns out. San Francisco State University
students were asked in 1990 to react to a diatribe against the Bill of
Rights and the Supreme Court. The attack began, “If a person stops
to think about it, most of the problems we are having can be traced to
the Bill of Rights, or more precisely, to the way it has been
interpreted by the Supreme Court.” The essay, based on late-night
radio phone-in shows, went on to rage against freedom of speech
rulings that had opened the door to pornographers and filth,
freedom of religion decisions that meant children could not pray in



public schools, right-to-happiness laws that meant women could
have abortion after abortion, and so on. The hue and cry concluded,
“The only thing we can do to make America the free, pure, safe,
Christian nation that the founding fathers intended it to be, is to
repeal the Bill of Rights.” Most students rejected these claims and
conclusion. But high RWAs thought the arguments sensible and
agreed the Bill of Rights should be repealed.

Donald Trump’s authoritarian followers appear to agree, as he has
quietly undertaken a massive removal of civil liberties from
significant numbers of people. If you are rich or middle class, you
likely have not noticed it unless you use social media. If you are a
person of color, an immigrant, a religious minority, a member of the
LGBTQ community, or can barely make ends meet financially, you
may have felt under constant siege. Several organizations have
catalogued the Trump administration’s harsh treatment of such
groups. See, for example, the year-by-year listing of the
administration’s tampering with rights by the Leadership Conference
on Civil and Human Rights.3 From barring transgender military
service to surveillance of American Muslims to revising the use of
torture (a war crime), Trump’s authoritarian supporters are not
concerned, because these rights and liberties have been ripped
primarily from others, not themselves.

Speaking of civil liberties, suppose the government decided to
prosecute you because you belonged to some perfectly legal group
they want to smash to smithereens. Who would defend you? Would
high RWAs, who proclaim America as the land of the free? Better not
count on it. In fact, it might not take much persuading by the
government to get them to help persecute you. These bleak
assertions are based on a series of experiments begun in 1982 called
“Posse.” In the first study Canadian university students were told:
“Suppose the Canadian government, sometime in the future, passed
a law outlawing the Communist Party in Canada.4 Government
officials then stated that the law would only be effective if it were
vigorously enforced at the local level and appealed to every Canadian
to aid in the fight against Communism.” Students were then asked to



indicate, on a –4 to +4 basis the extent to which they would (1) tell
their friends and neighbors it was a good law, (2) tell the police about
any Communist they knew, (3) help hunt down and arrest
Communists if asked to do so by the police, (4) participate in attacks
on Communist headquarters organized by the proper authorities, (5)
support the use of physical force to make Communists reveal the
identity of other Communists, and (6) support the execution of
Communist leaders if the government insisted it was necessary to
protect Canada. If you are one of the few Communists in Canada or
the United States, you will be relieved to know that the students
showed little support for these persecutions. But high RWAs did not
object to them nearly as much as most. Low RWA subjects almost
always answered –4 to everything but high RWAs were not so certain
this would be wrong. They tended to mark –2, –1, Neutral, or even
endorse the idea. A malevolent government would have no trouble
organizing a mob to attack you the next time you and the other
Communist in your county got together for coffee, not to mention
torturing and killing you with their implicit blessing, if the
government said it was necessary for the country’s well-being. These
same students were asked how they would react if the government
decided to persecute homosexuals. Same basic finding. When
parents of Canadian university students were asked the same two
questions, the same results appeared. Researchers have collected
corresponding data on American campuses.5

Experiments were run to see how far high RWAs might go.
Generally, they were less willing to help persecute right-wing targets
such as the KKK, and the mainstream Conservative Party of Canada,
but still more willing than low RWAs who were against attacking
anyone. Finally a sample of students was asked, “Suppose the
Canadian government, sometime in the future, passed a law to
eliminate right-wing authoritarians”< (defining them as people who
are so submissive to authority, so authoritarian aggressive, and so
conventional that they may pose a threat to democratic rule). In the
experiment, government officials stated that “the law would only be
effective if it were vigorously enforced at the local level and appealed



to every Canadian to aid in the fight against right-wing
authoritarianism.” There appeared, once again, a positive connection
between RWA Scale scores and willingness to get rid of those rascally
right-wing authoritarians. It. boggles the mind! It should have
dawned on these authoritarians, if they had an ounce of insight, that
by suppressing this group, they were doing the very thing that they
were prosecuting their victims for doing. But if you remember the
findings on compartmentalization you know these authoritarians do
not always make obvious connections. Still, you must wonder at it
all. If this posse realized what it was doing, they would get on their
horses, ride over to the local hoosegow, march into the cells, lock
themselves in, and throw away the keys.

Research reveals some authoritarian posses could target
journalists. In 2006 a sample of parents of university students in
Canada were asked Posse questions about “a law allowing [the
government] to persecute journalists who had an ‘antigovernment’
slant to their news reports, columns, commentaries, and editorials.”
Most of the parents were appropriately appalled, but not all. Some
high authoritarians showed nascent support for destroying freedom
of the press When a sizable part of the population will accept the
persecution of virtually anyone, it can signal a potential dictator to
strike. When these submitters justify the persecution to others at the
water fountain and the gym, they apply benediction to soul-
destroying injustice. When they participate in the prosecution by
betraying their friends and neighbors and go on raids to help round
up the people being prosecuted, they give a despot the essential tools
he needs to enforce a reign of terror across a nation. And when they
approve of torturing and killing “enemies of the state” because their
leader requires it, they have meekly given him everything he could
want. Research has found many such people who, with just a little
persuasion by their chosen authority, would apparently do all these
things. So, the question about who would defend you if the
government decided to persecute you could someday become
suddenly very relevant.



2. ROOTS OF AUTHORITARIAN AGGRESSION AND
BEING MEAN-SPIRITED

RWA scale scores correlate better with Posses going after
disreputable targets than reputable ones mainly because “shameful”
groups offend the authoritarian follower more. These connections
lock into place in another example of authoritarian hostility, being
mean-spirited. If you ask a group of people to remember their high
school years, and, in particular, to recall fellow students who made
serious mistakes and were punished for them (such as having a bad
trip on drugs, getting pregnant, or having a car accident while drunk-
driving), you will probably find that most people have some
sympathy for the mistakes of youth. But high RWAs in a Canadian
sample, later replicated by Creighton University researchers, proved
more likely to say that such people “got exactly what they deserved.”
They also confessed to feeling a personal “secret pleasure” when they
heard of the other person’s misfortune.

Trump supporters at times show a lack of empathy that
approaches inhumane coldheartedness. Probably no more gripping
an example can be found than their reaction to the separation of
children from their parents when the families crossed the Mexican
border seeking asylum in the United States. The videos of these
forced removals triggered memories of the Holocaust. The sound of
young children calling out “Mama” from inside the detention centers,
the sight of dozens of youngsters sleeping on mats on the floors of
the overcrowded wire cages, the news that the American authorities
could not (and still cannot) reunite parents with children in many
cases—these are all seared in our memory and will not, should not,
ever go away. We know from studies going back to the London blitz
and the effects of the residential schools forced upon the indigenous
peoples in Canada how terribly damaging such separations are to
children, even when reunion finally occurs. If this is one of the
underlying causes of Donald Trump’s personal unhappiness in the
world, he has multiplied it thousands and thousands of times. Some
Hispanic parents understandably feared their children would be
taken from them if they openly entered the United States claiming



refugee status, so they tried to sneak across the border with their
kids. Oscar Alberto Martinez and his daughter Valeria did. They were
found floating face-down among reeds in the Rio Grande in June
2019.6

Not surprisingly, polls in 2018 found that Trump’s “zero tolerance
policy” on illegal entry was the most unpopular government act in
recent American history.7 But an Ipsos survey found 46 percent of
Republicans approved of it, compared to 32 percent who did not. A
Quinnipiac poll found even stronger support within Republican
ranks for this plainly venomous policy.8 Supporters usually told
interviewers that the families were, after all, trying to enter the
United States illegally. But that does not require separation after
apprehension, which was plainly instituted to send the message: If
you do this, we will take your children from you, and they will suffer.
What kind of people make such threats and do such things? The
dictators Trump admires, cold-blooded social dominators, a person
who used the death of three associates in a helicopter crash to create
the impression that he was a man of destiny, a President of the
United States who would falsely charge a critical TV host with
murder and force endless agony on the husband of the dead woman
who died of natural causes. And Trump’s supporters backed him up.

Why are authoritarian leaders and authoritarian followers so mean
and aggressive? It does not take a lot of head-scratching to
understand why social dominators aggress so much. They live in a
“might makes right,” law-of-the-jungle world, and generally believe
hostility and intimidation will get them what they want. No one who
understands social dominators can be surprised that Donald Trump
wants a big military parade on the Fourth of July with him in the
reviewing stand as the tanks roll by. Do you know any dictators who
do not put on such shows? If these men feel their dominance is being
threatened, they will lash out. Donald Trump, just as Roy Cohn
taught him, doubles down on the slimmest slight. This, however, is
not the cause of aggression in authoritarian followers, who usually
have very little desire to dominate others. They seem to have a hoard
of hostility stored up looking for a chance to hurt someone. If you ask



people to act as “teachers” in a learning experiment in which they
can give electric shocks to “learners,” high RWAs will give stronger
shocks than others.9 And if you ask subjects in a “Sentence a
Criminal” study why they gave out the long sentences they did, they
will say it felt good to them and that they got pleasure from doing
so.10

Psychologists have tried to understand and explain aggression in
various ways. The approach that best unravels high RWA aggression
was developed by Stanford University professor Albert Bandura, who
postulated that hostile acts take place in two stages: something
arouses an aggressive impulse, and then something releases it.11 The
instigator can be a particular event, or it can instead be a general
emotional state. Anger can trigger volcanic aggression, and fear can
produce fight-or-flight reactions. But an angry or scared person does
not necessarily aggress. He may anticipate social condemnation,
counterattack, arrest, self-reproach, and so on. The attack will only
proceed, Bandura says, if something overcomes these inhibitions.
Research shows that fear instigates high RWAs’ aggression more
than anything else. Authoritarian followers are noticeably more
afraid of the world than other people are, and this is probably a big
reason why they crave the protection of a strong hero and his
militant group. Their level of fear, like the aggression found in social
dominators, may be partly due to genetic factors. But we also know
that, according to both themselves and their parents, high RWAs
were taught to view the world as a dangerous place. They got a lot
more indoctrination in the boogeyman than most children did. We
do have to fear fear itself, as M. Brewster Smith, a psychologist
involved in the research on authoritarianism from the very
beginning, put it.12 It can easily prime authoritarian followers to
attack.

Donald Trump obviously believed he could draw throngs of voters
by playing the fear card every day of the 2016 campaign. The exit
polls found Trump voters were particularly worried about
immigration and terrorism. Two years later he said the country was
about to be invaded by a caravan of criminals, Arab terrorists, and



Marxists closing in on the southern border. His supporters believed
him despite continuous news reports that the caravan was almost
entirely composed of poor families seeking open refugee entry into
the United States for economic reasons. The threat from the caravan
mysteriously disappeared after the election, but you can be sure
abject fear and loathing will be spread again in some form during
Trump’s reelection campaign in 2020, which will not be difficult in a
time of the COVID-19 pandemic.

What then releases the aggressive impulse that fear creates? Again,
experiments reveal that high RWAs come fully charged with self-
righteousness.13 Feelings of moral superiority can brush aside
inhibitions against attacking homosexual people, “radicals,” high
school classmates who got pregnant, and many racial and ethnic
minorities. Experiments since 1985 have shown that if you have solid
measures of fear of a dangerous world and self-righteousness, you
can account for most of the authoritarian aggression shown by high
RWAs. Most of high RWAs’ self-righteousness appears rooted in
their religious beliefs, especially in the fundamentalist beliefs
proclaimed by a lot of Donald Trump’s base. In their minds, their in-
group of “respectable people” remains forever surrounded by
debauchery, like Abraham’s family in Sodom. They accordingly view
themselves as God’s designated hitters, smiting down evil whenever
possible. The Bible (Romans 12:19) says they should leave the
punishing to the Almighty, but just in case a problem crops up with
the paperwork, high RWAs will punish while they still shuffle about
this mortal coil.

3. USING SOCIAL REINFORCEMENT TO BUTTRESS
BELIEFS

Individuals tend to connect with those who share their beliefs. We all
do this, but high RWAs favor “birds of a feather” much more than
others do because they rely more on the social support of like-
feathered birds to tell them they are right about the world. This
interlocking reinforcement was called consensual validation by the



social psychologists who first studied it decades ago.14 The resulting
in-group operates as an echo chamber, in which others like you
stamp your views as “correct,” provided you validate their beliefs in
return. As it goes in Gilbert and Sullivan’s The Mikado, “I am right,
and you are right, and everything is quite correct.” The out-group—
people and sources and forces and courses that might confront the
authoritarian follower with how little he understands—is avoided as
much as possible. Thus, when a group of university students and
their best friends independently answered the RWA Scale, the two
sets of scores correlated only modestly over the whole sample. But
the high RWA students and their best friends showed over twice as
much agreement between themselves as the lows and their pals did.
While by no means perfect matches, highs shared a lot more
plumage with their best friends than low RWAs did with their best
buds. Highs probably screen potential friends for having the “right”
beliefs appreciably more than lows do. Low RWAs, who often seem
capable of starting an argument in an empty room (and without a
telephone), might even enjoy people who challenge their opinions.
Most high RWAs cannot risk steadily exposing themselves to
conflicting views of the world.

Authoritarian followers restrict their sources of information in
more ways than just choice of friends. Take news programming. A
survey taken just before the 2018 midterm election found that 62
percent of Republicans watched Fox News.15 And compared to the
Republicans who did not, Fox-viewing Republicans took more
extreme positions on a wide range of issues. In turn, Trump
supporters’ preference for political analysis on radio (e.g.
Presidential Medal of Freedom holder Rush Limbaugh) and on the
internet (e.g. Breitbart) is well known. While these outlets do not
always endorse Trump’s actions, they do support him far more than
the mainstream media. To a considerable extent, Trump’s frequent
missteps, contradictions, and so forth make no negative impression
on his supporters because either they do not hear about them, or if
they do, they have often been homogenized by right-wing media to
something barely recognizable.



In 2018 the Gallup Poll had more than three thousand Americans
read several news reports and judge each for fairness. Half the
sample was told the source of the report as they read it (e.g. New
York Times), while the other half just got the report with no further
information. Afterward each subject wrote down the news source he
trusted most in the world. This last response let the pollsters
separate the sample into groups of “CNN Trusters,” “Fox Trusters,”
“PBS Trusters,” and so on. They could then look at each group (e.g.,
CNN Trusters) to see how big a difference there was when such
people rated an article blindly and when such people rated it
knowing where it came from. This tells you how much the people in
each group were swayed, not by the news itself or how it was
presented, but merely by learning its source. Stated a bit differently:
how biased they were, pro and con, toward news sources. Which
group showed the least bias? That is, who judged the news reports on
the reports’ merits, not on who made the report? In order of
excellence, the top five were PBS viewers, (least biased of all),
readers of the Wall Street Journal, the Economist, viewers of CNN,
and then viewers of BBC. Who were the most biased consumers?
That is, who were most likely to boost the truthfulness of a report
when they liked its source, but disparage a report because they did
not like who said it? At the bottom of list, in descending order,
followers of MSNBC, One America News, Fox News, Brietbart, and
most biased of all, fans of Rush Limbaugh.16 The MSNBC placement
might indicate the choice of Trump opponents with a stronger than
average news bias. But otherwise the results show that people who
are probably Trump supporters are the most biased news consumers
in the country. Like their choice of friends, they want news that tells
them what they want to hear. They may complain about “fake news,”
and everybody has preferred sources of news, but Trump supporters
have the biggest biases about who tells the truth and who does not.
They really rely upon social support for their beliefs because, as we
said in the last chapter, they do not have reasons why their beliefs
are true, just somebody else’s word for it.



High RWAs are also uniquely susceptible to a con man. Since they
rely heavily on others to confirm their beliefs, they heartily welcome
newcomers to their in-group who will tell them they are right. New
arrivals, especially converts, provide highly valued confirmation. But
this big payoff leads them to overlook reasons why someone might
purposely look more agreeable than he or she really is so they can
exploit the believers. As many a con man knows, some people are
just “begging to be taken.” A classic social psychology experiment
shows how much authoritarian followers want to believe a stranger
has the same opinion as they do. Students were shown an essay,
supposedly written by another student, that was quite hostile to
homosexual people. They were asked to judge how much the essay
writer liked gay people. The answer was obvious: Do not invite this
person to the next LBGTQ+ potluck! Some other students were
shown the same essay, except they were told it was written for a
philosophy course that taught you how to argue. The essay writer
had been assigned to make the strongest put down of homosexual
rights that he could argue, regardless of his own real feelings. So he
did. Now, what do you think the essay writer’s real attitude was
toward gay people? You do not know, do you? You cannot know. The
point of view was assigned, so low RWA students sensibly said they
could not say. But high RWAs said this essay writer obviously
disliked gays. Why would they say that? Because they did not like
homosexual people, they think anybody who agrees with them is
telling the truth, regardless of the circumstances involved. That is
how eager they are to think others agree with them. In case you are
wondering if low RWAs are similarly inclined to bend over backward
to believe others agree with them, the experiment also used a pro-gay
essay with which lows would agree. But they showed no tendency to
believe an assigned positive essay on homosexual people told them
anything about the writer’s real feelings. They paid attention to the
circumstances involved. These results have been affirmed in many
other experiments.17

If you have encountered the stereotype that right-wingers suspect
other people’s intentions to the point of being paranoid, these



experiments lead to a more sophisticated conclusion. High RWAs are
indeed suspicious of their many out-groups, but they have hinges on
their heels for someone they think shares their beliefs. They believe
people on their own side to remarkable extents, blithely ignoring
warning signs that they are being led down a primrose path and
fleeced from nose to stern through their need for social confirmation.
They Who Would Fleece found these marks a long time ago. So,
suppose for the sake of argument that you are a power-hungry,
manipulative, totally unethical slimeball who decides to enter
politics. You do stand for a few things, but it is best for you that the
public never finds out what exactly. You need an army of gullible
followers who will believe you when you are lying, inside-out and
upside-down and through your teeth. Turns out, large clusters of
chumps exist; they are the authoritarian followers we have been
addressing, and they will lift you on high if you tell them you
devoutly believe whatever they devoutly believe. They will gladly
ignore reasons why you might be less trustworthy, which are
conspicuous to most people. Would a power-hungry, manipulative,
and totally unethical person exploit such foolish people? Does the
name “Trump” ring a bell? He was equally condemning of
Republicans and Democrats, and he had been both before 2015. He
had been a conman even longer, with a highly tuned antenna for
suckers. He had seen for years how easily the GOP faithful let
themselves be snookered.18

Richard Nixon would tell you if you are indeed “a crook,” then
volunteer to lead the most gullible people you can find. Members of
high RWAs’ in-group are automatically friends with benefits when it
comes to credibility. Nixon’s authoritarian followers stayed with him
to the bitter end, with some trying after his disgraced departure from
office to rewrite history. On the other hand, low RWAs are not so
gullible, more inclined to critical thinking, and likely to be suspicious
of a con from the start, watching if someone is trying to pull a fast
one. Because low RWAs are relatively uninclined to submit to
authority, they will even get snarky if their leader later offends them.
Consider Nixon’s predecessor, Lyndon B. Johnson, who was able to



get the most progressive laws in the United States since the Civil War
passed through Congress in the mid-1960s (e.g., the Civil Rights Act
of 1964, the Voting Rights Act of 1965), only to be forced out of office
by liberal Democrats in 1968, who turned on him over the war in
Vietnam.

Today, research shows that high RWAs are concentrated in the
Republican Party, and if you have ever wondered why there seem to
be noticeably more crooked politicians in the GOP than among the
Democrats, this is probably a big part of the reason why. The
Republicans have been rounding up the highly gullible for decades.*2

“You can fool some of the people all of the time,” George W. Bush
joked at a Gridiron Club Dinner in 2001, adding “those are the ones
you need to concentrate on.”19 Bush said he had been told this by a
Democrat, but whether he was or not, this insight has long been a
cornerstone of the thinking of authoritarian presidents. Richard
Nixon was recorded as saying, when the dreadful truth about
Watergate was tumbling out, “I think there’s still a hell of a lot of
people out there…[who] want to believe. That’s the point, isn’t it?”
His chief of staff, H. R. Haldeman, responded, “Why sure, want to
and do.”20

However, taking advantage of the gullibility of authoritarian
followers carries a hidden long-range danger for the manipulator. It
was noted in 2006 that leaders of high RWAs can get seduced by how
easy it is to just lie about things because their followers believe
everything they say.21 So after a while the leaders do not bother to
even make the lies plausible. It takes too much effort to repair all the
tears that lies make in the truth. If you lead masses of authoritarian
followers long enough, you will forget to look like you care anymore
what is true. As we noted earlier, Donald Trump increasingly does
not bother to tell even semi-plausible lies anymore and he may have
become blind to much of the truth. And the even greater danger
follows just one step behind: you can no longer separate the truth
from the lies, because you have lied so much they have become most
of your story.



4. VULNERABILITY TO CONFORMITY
High RWAs’ reliance on others to shore up their beliefs can create a
sensitivity to what people think that leaves them uneasy when they
stand markedly apart from the rest. While they would never believe
what they have been explicitly told is wrong, they might show a
greater tendency to avoid being too different from what is normal or
average. Indeed, that has been found many times in a simple
experiment. Suppose you answer the RWA scale in a study,
beginning with its first item: “Our country desperately needs a
mighty leader who will do what has to be done to destroy the radical
new ways and sinfulness that are ruining us.” Being a very low RWA,
especially after Trump’s first term, you answer –4 on the –4 to +4
response scale. Later you get feedback about the results of the study
as follows: The experimenter hands out the survey again, except
beside each item she has written down the average of the answers
obtained from all participants in the sample. Let us say in the case of
this first question, the median answer was 0, meaning as many
people disagreed as agreed with it. Then the experimenter asks you
to answer the items again, right on the feedback sheet, saying you
may take the group average into account if you wish, or not. It would
not be too surprising if you wrote down a –3 this time. However, a
student two seats away wrote down a +4 the first time, and he writes
down a +2 this time, twice as big a move toward the group average as
you did.

That is what happens when you run this simple conformity
experiment. On hot-button issues such as fear of a dangerous world,
attitudes toward homosexuals, and even religious fundamentalism,
high RWAs yield twice as much as lows to the pressure, as silent as
gravity but in its own way just as powerful, to not be too different. It
does not always happen. They will not budge an inch on abortion.
But unless a position has been emphatically drilled into their minds,
high RWAs seem quite reluctant to take independent stands,
compared to low RWAs. They would much rather blend in than stand
out, which is all rather remarkable. You can argue until you are blue
in the face and get nowhere changing an authoritarian follower’s



mind. But if he finds he is outstandingly standing out, he will
probably start inching back toward the crowd all by himself.

If you are relying heavily on others to confirm rather than confront
your beliefs, you want a strongly bonded in-group. The whole
mutual-support understanding depends on sticking together. A
modified Group Cohesiveness Scale originally developed by the
astute New Zealand researcher John Duckitt confirmed this fact.
High RWAs agree with such sentiments as, “For any group to
succeed, all its members have to give it their complete loyalty” and
“There is nothing lower than a person who betrays his group or stirs
up disagreement within it.” One can see from these reactions a
willingness by authoritarian followers to submerge themselves in a
movement of like-minded persons. Everyone should bolster one
another. You pledge allegiance not only to the group’s leader, but to
the other followers who are counting on you to agree with them. The
pressure to say you believe what everybody expects you to believe
can be overwhelming. But in return you get determined, steadfast
support for your own opinions, and that is why you came to the party
and will stay late.

The longing of authoritarian followers to belong to a powerful,
strongly united movement helps explain why Trump’s rallies have
been noticeably more enthusiastic than anybody else’s. First, every
speech by Trump, who is seen by his supporters as a superfamous,
superrich, supergenius, tells them their beliefs are right, a payoff less
needed by supporters of other candidates who have done more of
their own thinking on the issues. Second, every stranger’s smile at a
rally, every slogan-bearing T-shirt, every MAGA hat, communicates
the subtext: you do not know me, but we are together. Have you
noticed you see more personal testimonials at Trump events than
other political gatherings? For the Trump crowd this is like bringing
a cassarole to the potluck. But the cheers and chants in the
auditorium tell them they are home in a determined and united
movement, which makes them yell as well in fellowship. The crowd
frees high RWAs to shout things at the top of their lungs that they
deeply feel but are too embarrassed to otherwise say, such as “Send



her back, Send her back,” in response to Trump’s attack on
Minnesota Congresswoman Ilhan Omar, a Somali American.22 You
get attached to people who yell your own hidden thoughts at the top
of their lungs.

But it costs more to belong than you might think. When you have
reinforced other people’s opinions in your family, neighborhood,
workplace, and church, you are like a piece of a picture inside a
jigsaw puzzle, locked in on all sides to the norm that everyone gives
100 percent support to Donald Trump. If evidence comes along that
your leader is a crook, a fool, and he has been lying to you from the
start, you might want to distance yourself from him. But you also
believe “There is nothing lower than a person who betrays his group
or stirs up disagreement within it,” so you will likely keep your
hesitations to yourself. Others in the group may also have second
thoughts as well, but, like you, feel locked into the norm that they
must support him no matter what he does. Thus, the next time
Donald Trump does something truly horrendous, do not expect his
supporters to waver. Partly, that is because even if they now realize
how badly he is performing, he is still heading their movement and
they owe it to their cause to say they strongly support him. They may
also feel they owe it to their in-group, the birds of their feather who
have strengthened their beliefs over time, to stand together. Most
people do not realize the power of these social obligations to a group.
But wounded soldiers do not leave hospitals during the night and
return to the front lines because of their love of democracy or the
Fatherland or the Motherland. They usually go because they feel they
owe it to their comrades to share their dangers. It can even make
them accept certain death, as defenders who fight to the last man
sometimes show. It could have been a factor at Jonestown.

Imagine that you are a seventeen-year-old who thinks Donald Trump is the greatest
president of all time, and you went to West Palm Beach, Florida, to attend the Turning
Point USA Conference on December 19–22, 2019, an annual event staged to increase
enthusiasm among conservative youth. President Trump is speaking to the audience, and
he has brought up (for ridicule) a liberal plan involving wind power for dealing with climate
change. And he says whimsically: “We’ll have an economy based on wind. I never
understood wind. You know, I know windmills very much. I’ve studied it better than



anybody. I know it’s very expensive. They’re made in China and Germany mostly–very
few made here, almost none. But they’re manufactured tremendous–if you’re into this–
tremendous fumes. Gases are spewing into the atmosphere. You know we have a world,
right? So, the world is tiny compared to the universe. So tremendous, tremendous
amount [sic] of fumes and everything. You talk about the carbon footprint–fumes are
spewing into the air. Right? Spewing. Whether it’s in China, Germany, it’s going into the
air. It’s our air, their air, everything–right? So, they make these things and then they put
them up.”*3

An eerie hush has fallen over the audience, which, a minute before, was cheering
everything Trump said. It was as if a minister had stopped his sermon on the Faithful
Centurion to shout out the names of the twelve tribes of Israel and then proceeded to
explain where Samaria came from. No one knew what was going on, it was all terribly
embarrassing, and everybody just froze. Trump went on to criticize windmills some more,
especially because they kill birds. It’s against the law to kill a bald eagle, he says, but
windmills kill them all the time.

What are you going to do now? You have discovered the emperor has no clothes, that
your leader not only has feet of clay, but a head of lead. He sounds like Grandpa
jabbering away, making no sense at all anymore. Welcome to the most wrenching
discovery of your life. And it is not fake news. You saw and felt it happen. Everybody did.
Eventually Trump stopped talking, and for an instant no one did anything. Then people in
the audience started standing and clapping. For all you knew these were “plants,” put
there in pure Trumpian style to make sure the president got a standing ovation. But as
others around you rose to their feet, you quickly stood up too. You would not want to look
less enthusiastic than everybody else. And that was how you handled the crisis in your
confidence. Everyone just pretended “it” never happened.

What does this cost you? You cannot just disconnect a piece of reality and have
everything fit together perfectly again. But beyond that, you are both a liar and a fool who
makes himself believe the lie. You are stealing from your self-worth coming and going.
The dogmatism of a true believer springs from a deep, self-inflicted wound.

5. DO AUTHORITARIAN FOLLOWERS KNOW
THEMSELVES?

The years of research have uncovered many disheartening and
troubling things about authoritarian followers. Yet they themselves
are not disheartened—far from it—because they realize almost none
of their shortcomings. Therefore, if you ask them if a lot of their
ideas are inconsistent and even contradict one another, they will
likely think you are talking about somebody else. Ditto about
employing double standards, tolerating government injustices, and
being mean-spirited. You name it. Out of twenty well-established



behaviors regularly found in high RWAs, they thought they were like
everybody else, “You know, normal,” in almost all instances. They
did know they trusted authorities more than most people do and that
they are more likely to help the government persecute vulnerable
groups, and maybe have a touch of prejudice. But even then they had
almost no grasp of how different they were compared to most people.
Overall, they had practically zero insight into themselves. The person
they thought they were did not exist.23

This discovery uncovering the remarkable lack of self-awareness in
these authoritarian followers was complemented by a study in which
students who had answered the RWA scale were given a forty-five-
minute “feedback” lecture on what the test measured. After hearing
much about the material we have been sharing about high RWAs,
each student was given a sheet of paper with a chart showing the
actual distribution of RWA scale scores in the class and asked to
guess where he or she had landed on the scale. Low RWAs, by and
large, correctly predicted they would score low. Most of the
moderates, the students who formed the middle of the distribution
on the scale, accurately thought they would be around the middle.
But most of the high RWAs also thought they would place in the
middle, “you know, normal.” Like the students in the self-awareness
research, they thought they would be average. So, if you have been
thinking you were a low RWA as you read these findings, chances are
you would score low on the test. If you consider yourself a moderate,
you might be correct, although you could also be a high RWA. If you
think you are a high RWA—well, almost nobody thinks that, so
maybe you are a high social dominator. They do not care.

High RWAs positively yearn to be in the middle, normal in most
respects. It’s like they want to disappear. In another, experiment
students were again told what the RWA scale measures and then
discreetly told they had scored highly on the test—a lie for everyone
but the actual highs (which was confessed minutes later). The
students were asked to mark where they wished they could be in the
distribution. The lows wanted to be lows, as did many moderates.
But interestingly, the highs generally wanted to be moderates,



“normal,” even though the feedback had made it clear that low
scorers displayed strong integrity, careful thinking, low levels of
prejudice, and other positive traits.

A DEEP TRIP INTO HIGH RWA MINDS
In last chapter’s discussion of ethnocentrism, we offered one reason
why authoritarian followers have so little self-insight. Their
allegiance to their in-group keeps them traveling in such small circles
that they think they are normal because so many of their friends act
the way they do. But research shows they also simply cannot face up
to their failings. That is, they are more defensive, more self-
deceiving, more believing in a person they are not, than most people.
They run away from, or avoid, the truth about themselves.

Assume again you are an Introduction to Psychology student
answering a survey passed out in class, and you were told to leave the
classroom and go to a private place of your choosing so you will be
able to answer the questions with total honesty. The survey requests
you write down two or three things that you are very reluctant to
admit about yourself, but which are nonetheless true. Low RWAs
disclosed nearly two ugly facts about themselves on the average, and
highs revealed significantly fewer, mainly because a lot of them wrote
down nothing. Later in the survey everyone was asked, “If you wrote
down nothing, how come?” The highs almost always said there was
nothing to write down because they squarely faced any shortcomings
they might have. Were this true, and widespread in the population, a
lot of clinical psychologists would have their afternoons free and
drive cars in the price range that social psychologists can afford. But
maybe these “non-responders” are kidding themselves. Maybe high
RWAs collapse with fear when disturbing truths begin to flash before
them, the way we think Donald Trump does, and they run away! run
away! from any self-knowledge that hurts, including the fact that
they run away.

While one cannot easily answer questions about “deep” and
perhaps unconscious mental processes through the scientific



method, this one was pursued in an experiment supposedly about
self-esteem. Students answered a booklet of surveys including the
RWA Scale and an obvious measure of self-esteem. Later the
experimenter returned to their class to give them promised feedback.
He praised the validity and power of the self esteem scale, saying
studies had shown that high scorers got good grades at university,
made lots of friends, and succeeded later in life, whereas low scorers
were likely to drop out of school, be unpopular and got fired and
divorced a lot later on. He then distributed a feedback sheet to the
students and these sheets told them (supposedly) where they had
had scored on the self-esteem scale. Half the students were told they
had scored quite highly. You can guess what this evil experimenter
told the others.

After the news had sunk in, the experimenter said he had prepared
an easy-read summary of the research showing how great at
prediction this self-esteem scale was, and he needed to know how
many copies to print, “If you want a copy, write ‘Yes’ on the top of the
feedback sheet; if not, write ‘No.’ ” The sheets, which did not have the
students names on them but which had been pre-coded to indicate
whether the student was a low or high RWA, were then collected. At
this point the experimenter told the class all the scores passed out
had been fake, and when the booing had died down he revealed the
true purpose of the study. (He used the opportunity to warn students
about putting much credence in any single psychological test score,
which is good advice.) A solid majority of the low RWAs asked for the
evidence that the self-esteem scale was valid, and it did not matter
whether they had gotten high or low self-esteem scores. Even more
high RWAs who had gotten high self-esteem scores also wanted a
copy of the validity evidence. But most of the “bad-news highs” did
not. They “ran away, ran away.”

In another experiment students were asked if they wanted to be
told how they had scored on a prejudice scale. A solid majority of the
low RWAs wanted to be told their score, whatever it was. So did the
highs—if the results showed they were unprejudiced. But
significantly fewer high RWAs wanted to be told evidence that they



were prejudiced. So, again it seems that high RWAs have an
appreciable reluctance to face up to bad news about themselves, and
this defensiveness helps explain why many of them have so little self-
awareness.

In summary, decades of research reveal that, as a group,
authoritarian followers appear to have a lot of “hurt,” which they are
looking to lay on others. These impulses are triggered by fear of a
dangerous world more than anything else, which are mainly released
by their self-righteousness. When an authority approves the
aggression, as in the very frightening Posse experiments, they find
justification in attacking others. As we noted, research reveals these
people have a deep need to belong to a powerful movement that they
feel will safeguard them. These authoritarian followers are deeply
dependent on others for social reinforcement of their beliefs,
necessitated because they are more untethered and adrift than most
people if they are forced to figure things out on their own. But this
dependence makes them uniquely vulnerable to manipulators who
know it is the open door to their allegiance and wallets. They have
stronger drives to be normal, to conform more than most people do,
and they relish being in movements that have a strong ethic of in-
group loyalty, even though these can become crippling at time. These
social psychological forces seem to give a protective shell to a weak
ego that has difficulty facing up to shortcomings in its behavior. They
would surely disagree, but these people do not know themselves very
well, and, frankly, they do not want to if the insights are threatening.
It has taken forty years of study, and given what has happened in the
last four, we believe this research cannot be ignored.

*1 Much of the earlier research addressed in this chapter has been replicated in later
experiments. Experiments first undertaken in Canada have been largely later replicated in
the United States. In relying upon these studies, we have no reason to believe they are not
as valid today as when undertaken. This is the beauty of science. Others can examine these
findings, and we hope they will do so given the importance of authoritarianism to
contemporary American politics.

*2 These people were once spread among both parties, but as the Democrats became more
progressive, conservative Southern Democrats became Republicans, bringing with them



their authoritarian followers. Today, Southern Democrats are usually progressive and hold
little appeal for authoritarians.

*3 Philip Bump, “What Trump Was Talking about in His Baffling Rant about Wind Energy,”
The Washington Post, December 23, 2019,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/12/23/what-trump-was-talking-about-
his-baffling-rant-about-wind-energy/.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/12/23/what-trump-was-talking-about-his-baffling-rant-about-wind-energy/


CHAPTER EIGHT

SOLVING THE MYSTERY OF EVANGELICAL*1

SUPPORT OF DONALD TRUMP

Nothing in the 2016 presidential election stunned one more than
Donald Trump’s winning the votes of the “religious right.”1 Trump is
the antithesis of most everything Christian ministers preach about
the qualities of a good person and living a righteous life. His
capturing the hearts and minds of the most active Christians in
America appears almost a miracle of biblical proportions, and,
indeed, some evangelicals believe he was sent by God. How did it
happen?

A bit of backstory: Three men played significant roles in attracting
millions of social conservatives to the Republican Party over the past
forty years. Jerry Falwell took Richard Nixon’s “Silent Majority” of
1972 an ethnocentric step further by organizing them into his “Moral
Majority” in the late 1970s. Falwell fired up their latent, old-time
religion zeal to advance right-wing religious views on abortion,
homosexuality, pornography, and a host of other social issues. Soon,
bumper stickers appeared declaring the Moral Majority was neither,
yet by 1980 the faithful marched to the polls to send Ronald Reagan
to the White House, a divorced and remarried Hollywood man about
town whose attachment to Christianity was as relaxed as his smile.
They chose Reagan over the devout, born-again, Sunday-school-
teaching, and somewhat socially liberal Christian incumbent
President Jimmy Carter. It foreshadowed how little the religious



affiliations and behavior of a candidate mattered to social
conservatives when you got down to issues such as abortion.

Ten years later, after the image of the Moral Majority was as shot
full of holes as roadside signs in parts of America, television
preacher, and 700 Club host Pat Robertson set out to take over the
Republican Party by creating the Christian Coalition, an attempt to
get God-fearing conservative Catholics as well as conservative
Protestants involved in politics. Churches became hotbeds of
political activity, and Robertson’s followers began overwhelming
“regular” Republicans in low-turnout primaries. By the end of the
1990s most of the Republican state committees had been taken over
by the religious right at least once.2 The GOP establishment was
losing control of the party to a grassroots movement fighting them
coast to coast in a “coup d’pew.” The range of positions among
Republican caucuses was being curtailed, compressed, squashed.
Some Republican leaders reacted with alarm, notably the Republican
Party’s 1964 standard-bearer, Arizona Senator Barry Goldwater.
“Goddamn it, John,” he said to John Dean, “the Republicans are
selling their souls to win elections. Mark my words. If and when
these preachers get control of the party, and they’re sure trying to do
it, it’s going to be a terrible damn problem.”3 Jimmy Carter noted as
well that “fundamentalist movements are led by authoritarian males
who consider themselves to be superior to others and, within
religious groups, have an overwhelming commitment to subjugate
women and to dominate their fellow believers.”4

Such cries of alarm notwithstanding, George W. Bush’s campaign
director Karl Rove brought the Christian Coalition on board in 2000
with promises of influence in the administration and strong action
on the movement’s biggest issues: abortion and homosexual rights.
Millions more evangelicals moved to the Republican Party at no cost,
it seemed. They brought to the GOP tent dedication, evangelical zeal,
and give-until-it-hurts donations, along with their thick social
networks. Bush would not have come close to winning his first term
without them. He and Rove then forgot the promise made to the
religious leaders, who discovered they had no influence in Bush’s



White House. They were even quietly mocked.5 Nonetheless, their
leaders understood they controlled a mounting percentage of the
Republican rank-and-file, so they decided to endorse Bush for
reelection in 2004, given the lack of an alternative. Their growing
influence in the party drove some long-time members out the back of
the tent, turning them into independents longing to be Republicans
again. But “the preachers” did not weep at their departure.
Goldwater observed that the newcomers, convinced they were acting
in the name of God, would not compromise as they tore the stuffing
out of the Grand Old Party and recast it into the sort of state-church
party that the nation’s architects strove to avoid.6 Following the lead
of Newt Gingrich, new Republican politicians made the capital more
divisive, and spread divisiveness throughout the country. Old
Republicans were the enemy, too. Resistance was futile. Assimilate
or scram.

The great migration of religious conservatives to the Republican
Party continued after Bush left the White House when the Democrats
nominated Barack Obama to be president in 2008, and John McCain
selected Sarah Palin to be his GOP running mate. By early 2015 the
number of evangelicals in the Republican Party had risen to the point
that they could easily win primaries for national office in most states
if their vote remained united. The burgeoning strength of faith-based
voters had encouraged many candidates with religious bona fides to
step forward, and the boys in the back vestry knew that if they all
recommended the same guy to their followers, they would have a
lock on the Republican nomination. Most of them liked Ted Cruz.
Almost no one endorsed Donald Trump. They probably thought his
candidacy represented the latest tree ring girding a lifetime of ever-
swelling self-promotion. (They were right. Trump referred to it
among his advisors as the longest-running free infomercial ever.)

As Trump rose in strength for the 2016 GOP nomination, most
religious leaders thought him too untrustworthy for serious
consideration. On the national stage, only Franklin Graham, Billy
Graham’s hard-right son and successor, had words of praise for
Trump.7 He was an exception. Most thought like Bob Vander Plaats,



CEO of the Family Leader, who stressed finding a candidate who
could pass the character test he believed important to churchgoing
voters. Some inmates incarcerated in America’s penitentiaries would
score higher on a character test than Donald Trump. He had been
thunderously unfaithful to his first two wives and had loutishly
bragged about his success at seducing women who, he said, found
him irresistible. He was vain beyond belief, habitually deceitful,
disgustingly foul-mouthed, mean and demeaning to opponents, had
a documented history of racial discrimination, and all the integrity of
a five-star con artist. Which, again, he was. Of the seven deadly sins
(lust, gluttony, greed, sloth, wrath, envy, and pride), Trump might
get a pass on sloth if you count watching cable news as working.
Otherwise, he had plainly reveled in sin for most of his life and
delighted in it like a pig rolling in muck.

Furthermore, Trump did not have an inkling of Judeo-Christian
beliefs, and every time he tried to pass as a Christian he put both feet
in his mouth, sideways. His faux pas in referring to II Corinthians as
“Two Corinthians” was the least of his gaffes. He insisted the Bible
was his favorite book, that he was “with it all the way.” But when
asked by New York Post reporters in February 1990 if adultery was a
sin, Trump showed amazing ignorance of the Ten Commandments
by saying it was not.8 When asked in August 2015 whether he
preferred the Old Testament or the New Testament, he evasively
(and ignorantly for a purported Christian) answered “equally.” When
asked for his favorite Bible verses, he said it was too personal to get
into. (Translation: “There are verses in the Bible?”) Given a second
chance in April 2016, he mentioned: “An eye for an eye,” holding
aloft a principle of retaliation found indeed in Exodus and Leviticus,
but one that Jesus had specifically repudiated in the Sermon on the
Mount.9 If cow pies were scattered widely in the field of religion, and
Donald Trump was crossing the field, he would step in every one.

Trump’s knowledge of the Bible parallels his knowledge of the US
Constitution, which is to say he probably knows it usually has a black
cover, that Eve made Adam eat the apple, Noah built an ark, and
Delilah cut Sampson’s hair. And not much else. Yet when confronted



with his ignorance about the Bible, he gave a pure Trumpian
response: “Nobody reads the Bible more than me.”10 (Translation: I
know nothing about what I’m talking about, so I’ll bluff.) When
asked at the Family Leadership Summit in Ames, Iowa in July 2015 if
he has ever asked God for forgiveness, Trump said no. He obviously
had no idea of the significance of the question to evangelicals. When
given a Mulligan later on that one too, he answered that he takes
communion, and that for him was asking for forgiveness.11 Which is
definitely bass-ackward theology for a Christian, and it speaks
volumes about his ignorance. In brief, evangelicals should have
spotted Donald Trump from the start as an enormously phony
Christian who moreover was stupidly lying to them about it the same
stupid way he stupidly lies to everybody. They probably would have
hooted from here to kingdom come on Judgment Day at any
Democrat who made the same mistakes. But precious little
condemnation rose from the Republican ranks as Trump almost
instantly became a front-runner in the crowded field (probably
because he appealed to social dominators from the moment he
joined the race.) By the middle of July 2015, a month after throwing
his hat into the ring, he was in first place and stayed there for the rest
of the campaign.12

MANY WERE CALLED, LOOK WHO WAS CHOSEN
Trump pulled ahead of the pack without saying much about what he
would do as president. Mostly he just attacked, almost everybody:
Mexicans, Muslims, Chinese, Japanese, NATO allies, Democrats, and
his Republican opponents. He was selling aggression, and the
Republican rank and file, shucked of moderates, was buying. One
cannot tell from the polls how religious Republicans per se
responded to Trump, but the surveys show that Cruz and the other
religious candidates lost as much ground as anyone else while Trump
climbed over them, which means some evangelicals were falling for
his spiel and under his spell early on. And ascend he did during the
runup to the primaries. Aided by a surprise endorsement by Jerry



Falwell Jr., Trump finished a respectable second to Cruz in the
leadoff Iowa primary on February 1, 2016.13 Eight days later Trump
won the New Hampshire primary and drew more support from
evangelicals than Cruz did.

The hammer fell in the South Carolina primary on February 20,
2016. With two-thirds of the Republican voters being white
evangelicals, everyone expected Cruz to run away with the delegates,
and he worked the state hard. He ran a TV ad showing Trump’s
appearance on a “Meet the Press” program in 1999 in which he
answered a question about abortion by asserting, “I am very pro-
choice, in every respect.” That should have totally cost Trump the
evangelical vote everywhere. But Trump announced he had
converted from being completely pro-choice to being completely pro-
life, and he won not only the statewide vote, but the evangelical vote
too. Trump captured nine of the eleven states that held Republican
primaries on Super Tuesday, February 26, and in each of the nine he
again chalked up more evangelical votes than Cruz.

On March 3, 2016, Mitt Romney, the Republican Party nominee
for president in 2012, gave a speech in which he denounced Trump
as “a fraud” and warned, “He’s playing the American public for
suckers.” He warned Republicans not to vote for him.14 But the
leaders of the religious right began showing a jittery acceptance of
candidate Trump as their followers increasingly wandered away from
the fold to attend his energetic rallies, which he had started opening
with a prayer. After Super Tuesday the de-flocked shepherds,
scrambling to catch up to their runaways, grabbed hold of the
bandwagon as it rumbled to the Republican convention. They were
permitted to kiss Trump’s ring, so to speak, by joining his one-
thousand-member evangelical board.15 The race effectively ended on
May 3, 2016, when Trump won another evangelical-rich state,
Indiana, although it would take a few more primaries for him to lock
up a majority of the delegates.,

In November, he most unexpectedly won the presidency.
According to the exit polls, white voters who said they were born-
again or evangelical Christians gave Donald Trump 80 percent of



their votes, while only 16 percent went to Clinton.16 That was five to
one! Trump, who had spread sin like butter on toast, won massively
among the religious right.*2 Furthermore, evangelicals crashed the
voting centers more than any other group of Americans. They gave
him nearly half (45 percent) of all the votes he received. They formed
the solid, rebarred core of Trump’s support in 2016—as they still do
today.

So, while religious leaders (and the social psychologist composing
this sentence) thought wild horses and Salome’s dance could not get
Evangelicals to vote for Trump, they instead carried him on their
shoulders into the White House. How could such ethnocentric voters
prefer an utterly reprehensible outsider, like Trump, to their long-
established favorites on the religious right? The answer to the last
part of the question appeared in the exit polls of the primaries, where
most Republican voters said they felt betrayed by the Republican
politicians they had voted for in the past. Their religious leaders had
urged them to vote for these exploiters back then, which they had
done, and nothing had come of it. For all they knew, Ted Cruz was
just the next George W. Bush: All talk and no effective action on their
priorities. Trump ran as a nonpolitician who hated Republicans as
much as he despised Democrats. That sounded good to people who
felt the Republicans had repeatedly let them down. Enough was
enough! Drain the whole darn swamp!

Like a lot of other Americans, Christian voters believed the myths
Donald Trump had created about himself through fifty years of
nonstop lying and they thought he would be able to pull the plug and
drain the capital. They figured a successful businessman such as he
could straighten out the federal government, overlooking the fact
that he had mainly promoted projects using other people’s money
and had no background whatsoever in government, not to mention
abysmal management skills. They found Trump’s inexperience in
politics reassuring because politicians always lie. Like the social
dominators who also packed Donald’s rallies, the authoritarian
followers believed he always told the truth because he said things
they themselves believed but were afraid to say. This completely



amoral person seemed, to them, a man of great conviction. And they
believed that he could win—Ted Cruz, and others, could not.

The thousands of people whom Donald Trump cheated in business
deals would not have been at all surprised if he had double-crossed
his supporters after he was elected and become more moderate to
guarantee his reelection. But since winning the presidency Trump
has worked rabidly to keep his promises to the “hammerheads”
(which was advisor Steven Bannon’s nickname for Trump’s die-hard
supporters).17 If there is an art to making a deal, Trump has sealed
this one. After decades of being let down by presidents like George
W. Bush, who took their votes and then ignored them because they
were “too easy,” the evangelicals finally found their champion. And
Trump knows that if he keeps his base onside and energized, they
will accept whatever he says and support him to the end, even
though he often fails to get them what they want because of his
ineptitude. He turned slam dunks into air balls during his first term,
as when his insidious belittling of John McCain as “not a hero” saved
Obamacare. His best chance to build The Wall came with a
government shutdown looming in December 2018. Displaying the
negotiating skills of a five-year-old, he proclaimed with bravado that
he would “own” the government shutdown if he did not get his way.
In fact, the Democrats let him own it, and he huffed, and he puffed,
and he caved in.

DONALD TRUMP’S APPEAL TO EVANGELICALS
A great deal of research over the decades reveals that Evangelicals
usually score quite highly on the RWA scale. Thus, when the
Republican Party actively recruited religious conservatives, it was
simultaneously filling itself up with highly prejudiced authoritarian
followers. Given that fact, one could predict from the outset that a
dominating authoritarian leader like Donald Trump would appeal to
Evangelicals.*3 High RWAs are searching for a strong authority to
whom to submit. They crave that magnificent feeling of protection
that children get from their parents. Also, Christian high RWAs are



often looking for a mighty ruler like King David who will lead their
nation forward, a messiah in the original sense. Pollster Steve
Mitchell pointed out early in the 2016 primary season that
evangelicals were attracted to Trump because he seemed so bold,
dynamic, decisive, and strong.18 He bowed to no one and seemed to
expect others to bow to him. Physically he owned all the space
around him. He looked commanding compared to the other
Republican candidates. High RWAs, never wondering why someone
would act that way and never suspecting it was a big act to cover a
deep-seated fear of failure, thrilled to the show, and their ongoing
need to submit to a protector helps explain why they support Trump
no matter what he does.

Trump surely caught high RWAs’ attention from the start when he
brought up Chinese trade-cheaters, Mexican rapists, Muslim
bombers, and so on. Submissive authoritarians run scared at the best
of times, and Trump pushed the fear button harder and more often
from June 2015 to November 2016 than any other presidential
candidate in American history. Trump preached to the Choir
Terrified, constantly scaring their pants off.19 When his opponents
rebuked Trump for recklessly exaggerating the danger, it convinced
high RWAs that only he saw things clearly. Moreover, Trump’s in-
your-face racism and xenophobia meshed with the large amount of
prejudice found among the high RWAs stocking the religious right
and further told them that their destructive biases, based on lifelong
training in ethnocentrism that began with their religious
identification, were justified. Remember also how uncritically high
RWAs accept someone when he tells them what they want to hear.
And you can also see why Trump’s promise of building The Wall
meant so much to high RWAs, for they had been building
ethnocentric walls between themselves and others for most of their
lives. Here was Trump promising “a real, high, beautiful, concrete
wall” (later, steel spikes) that said “Rejection!” almost as forcefully as
cannon fire.

How could the evangelicals who screamed outrage at Bill Clinton
for his extramarital affairs give Donald Trump a free pass for doing



the same things? Not really a problem whatsoever if you have been
using double standards all your life. Evangelicals may have been
annoyed when Trump ripped into his opponents with schoolyard
bullying tactics and vile insults. Trump was especially vicious to Ted
Cruz, John McCain, and Mitt Romney. But recall that high RWAs,
who very likely voted for these men in past elections, excel in
compartmentalized thinking. They could easily have put their past
votes into one compartment and Trump’s insults and ugly comments
into another, wrapping their Trump box with a bow saying it showed
what a good fighter Trump was, and they wanted a good fighter.
High RWAs have mind-boggling skill at mind-boggling
rationalization. In this same context we know from several studies
that high RWAs have a lot of aggressive impulses looking for an
excuse to come out. Trump’s hostility, evident in tweet after tweet,
and speech after speech, when he broadsided refugees and the media
at his rallies, or when he ordered security to rough up a heckler,
probably made them clench their fists, wanting to throw the punch
themselves. And remember, high RWAs have trouble realizing a
claim is false, which made it easy for them to fall for Trump’s absurd
“most-this, worst-that” claims, which he drove like stampeding cattle
through the debates. They did not find out the next day that most of
what he said was claptrap, because they did not look.

Trump supporters have often said in interviews that they
distinguished between the person Trump and his policies and voted
for the latter, which is major-league compartmentalization again
since they were saying Trump’s personality did not matter. But if you
think about it, you can come up with lots of good reasons why one
should NOT make a power-mad, cheating, thoroughly dishonest,
amoral man the leader of your country, even if you like his stand on
various issues. Similarly, he said women who get abortions should be
punished, and then the next day said no they should not. But these
contradictions may not have bothered authoritarian followers whose
own minds, we saw, endorse many contradictory beliefs. When
Trump announced during the South Carolina primary that he had
switched 180 degrees to being one hundred percent pro-life, most



evangelical voters evidently believed him. This shows their
vulnerability to “he agrees with me, therefore he believes what he’s
saying” self-deception. Few apparently stopped to think that views
on abortion are harder to change than almost anything else. As far as
we know, no one asked Trump what had caused this complete
turnabout. It was enough that he had seen the light, high RWAs
thought, and now wonderfully confirmed their beliefs.

Their well-learned non-learning of critical thinking led
evangelicals to accept Trump’s string of misrepresentations and
outright lies about the United States’s position in the world, its
military strength, NATO’s unpaid dues, trade imbalances, the failing
economy, and other matters he invented out of thin air to dress up
his claim that America needed to be made great again. His support
took a temporary hit when the Access Hollywood tape revealed his
boasting about numerous sexual assaults on women. But his
supporters accepted his “locker-room talk” nondenial denial of
having never done the things he bragged about doing, even though
numerous women said Trump had indeed groped and even raped
them. This acceptance fits right in with the finding that high RWAs
have virtually impossible standards for evidence about something
they do not want to believe. And in this case various religious
leaders, jostling for a place on the bandwagon, chimed in with the
(always selectively remembered) admission that we have all sinned,
and who are we to judge, and God will forgive Trump, that Trump
(age seventy) had to be seen as a “baby Christian,” and whatever his
faults, you had to admit he was God’s instrument to save America.20

Trump also denied he had sex with Stormy Daniels and paid her
hush money, and then Michael Cohen made it clear “the Donald” had
done both. Somehow this did not lead evangelicals to reconsider his
earlier denials. (Or numerous later ones.)

Much of the negative information about Trump that emerged
during the campaign never reached his authoritarian followers who,
in pursuit of consensual validation, would have avoided news sources
that would present him in a bad light. When damaging information
did get through, they would readily dismiss it because of its supposed



“fake-news” source, just as Fox viewers and Limbaugh listeners
showed the greatest bias in the Gallup Poll experiment. You might
think that people who were bending over backward so much to make
the unacceptable acceptable would realize how much they were
fooling themselves. But a lot of evidence shows that high RWAs have
little self-awareness. Just as high RWAs tend to run away from bad
news about themselves, they almost certainly avoid information that
places their preferred political leader in a bad light.

Another feature of the high RWA mind helped hesitant
evangelicals eventually become devoted Trump followers:
Evangelicals evangelize. As the primaries tumbled along in the first
half of 2016 the evangelicals who favored a candidate very likely tried
to convert others, especially their fellow Christians. Trump had more
evangelicals onside than anyone else, from the New Hampshire
primary on, and hence had an advantage appealing to people
motivated to conform to what appears “normal,” especially within
the in-group. As Jeb Bush and Mike Huckabee and Marco Rubio
dropped out, where were their followers most likely to go? Folks not
as needy of group reinforcement probably cannot imagine how
isolated an evangelical would have felt standing apart from the other
members of her church, nor how welcomed she felt when she
“crossed over the bridge.” The pressure for group cohesion can be
overpowering. Even many devoted supporters of Ted Cruz, whom
Trump had most unfairly savaged in the campaign, swung over to
Trump, and embraced their fellow evangelicals who had been
preaching and praying furiously for them to do so.

Year in, year out, evangelicals bring potential converts to their
church services where they can see for themselves their wonderful
faith and congregation. Similarly, many Trump supporters said that
attending a local rally had been their road to Damascus. As described
earlier, two powerful bonds unite the people at the rallies. They
would have been attracted to Trump himself, a man who thinks the
sun comes up every morning so it can look at him, and who also
knows how to stage an event to make him look grand. They would
have completely misattributed his motives and thought this



supposedly talented and successful man was generously giving up his
perfect life to help them, when actually he was running to make
Donald Trump feel great again. The least they could do was be
grateful and supremely loyal to their “voice.” As well, high RWAs
would have been thrilled at being in a rocking hall filled to the rafters
with people who all seemed to believe the same thing. The chance
they could stand apart from that crowd and assess the reality of the
situation equaled a snowflake’s chance at a Fourth of July picnic in
Paducah. If the newcomer felt exposed and vulnerable in the outside
world that Trump agreeably portrayed as a fearful, terrifying place,
they felt safe, nay powerful, in this crowd of like-minded supporters
who would fight alongside the newcomers with all their might. All
they had to do was join in.

This application of the research findings from Chapters 6 and 7
shows why Trump’s appeal to evangelicals would have been much
greater than anticipated. In many respects high RWAs were built
from the ground up to fall for someone like him. The reader may also
appreciate the irony in how the religious authorities in evangelicals’
lives, by encouraging compartmentalization, teaching double
standards, rewarding memorization over critical thinking, promoting
ethnocentrism, et cetera, made it easy for Donald Trump to steal
their flocks. They were the unwitting architects of their own decline.
Some evangelical leaders went so far as to say they came to support
Trump because they realized he had been sent by God to save
America. That certainly endeared them to The Donald. If Trump now
has a Messiah complex on top of everything else he got the idea from
these preachers. When he told reporters on August 21, 2019, that he
was “the Chosen One,” he was just saying what various prominent
religious leaders such as Robert Jeffress of Dallas had told both him
and the parishioners in their mega-churches.21 And not missing a
trick, Trump has a full-time spiritual adviser on his staff, Paula
White, who has declared that Trump speaks God’s word.22

THE OTHER HALF OF THE MYSTERY



Research on authoritarian followers explains why evangelicals have
been attracted to Donald Trump, but it does not explain how they
can simply dismiss all his sinfulness given their openly declared
religious beliefs? Why did that not instantly disqualify him? After all,
by several different measures, evangelicals rank as about the most
religious people in America. When tested on the RWA scale they
consistently say atheists and others who have rebelled against the
established religions cannot be as good as those who go to church
regularly. When tested on some prejudice scales they say that
religions such as Buddhism, Islam, and Hinduism do not produce as
much “good behavior” as Christianity, and that people cannot lead
the best life unless they belong to the Christian religion. In short,
with their faith guiding them, they should never have accepted
someone as obviously immoral and un-Christ-like as Donald Trump
as their political lord and savior. So how could they have?

Well, a large stack of research findings shows that evangelicals’
religious beliefs do not make them particularly moral. For example,
in a series of experiments run over a span of years, it appeared to
some university students that through a clerical error they were
going to get a higher grade than they deserved in a course. The
professor handed out individual feedback sheets showing his record
of the students’ test scores and their total. But the professor
purposely made calculation errors on an equal number of low and
high RWA students’ feedback. Some students would have gotten
lower grades than they deserved, and others higher ones. Virtually all
the students who were “short-changed” brought the error to the
professor’s attention, and virtually all of those who got an
undeserved bonus did not. So high RWAs proved just as likely as
everyone else to take the undeserved better mark and run. Over the
years the amount of the error was increased from a trivial one
percent to a grade-changing ten percent, and the results remained
the same. This professor could also identify some students who had
cheated on the first test in the course, before they learned that
different versions of the multiple-choice test were systematically
distributed in the densely seated lecture hall. If someone copied a



neighbor’s correct answers, he would get a very low score. Cheaters’
poor marks would then go up appreciably on the second test, unlike
students who got disastrously low marks the old-fashioned way.
Cheaters were just as likely to be high RWAs as lows. It was also
possible to tell at times that students had filled in surveys themselves
that were supposed to be filled out by parents or friends. High RWAs
were just as likely to cheat in this way as lows.

One can dismiss all these findings as trivial, since the worst of
them would only change, say, a C to a B in one course. But Ronald J.
Sider, a theologian at Eastern Baptist Theological Seminary,
observed that despite Jesus’s unequivocal stand on the permanence
of marriage, evangelical Christians divorce as often as others do.23

The number of unmarried couples living together, he noted, jumped
more in the Bible Belt in the 1990s than in the USA as a whole. And
88 percent of the evangelical youth who took an oath to remain
virgins until they married broke it. “Saved” men used pornography
and physically abused their wives as much as “unsaved” men. And
churchgoing Christian women were about as likely to end an
unwanted pregnancy with an abortion as other women.24 Obviously,
evangelicals are very good at disengaging their religion when need
arises. They look just as immoral, in terms of their own ethical
system, as the people they condemn as worse. Which raises the
question, what good is their religion doing them? For which there is
an answer: authoritarian followers give more to charities than low
RWAs do. But if one adds in the various moral shortcomings that
highs display in abundance, such as prejudice, ethical superiority
seems untenable.

Nevertheless, high RWAs have shown a streak of self-
righteousness since they began joining the Moral Majority in the
1970s, and we saw in Chapter 7 that it plays a key role in their
aggression. How can we untwist the incongruity in the finding that
some of the most self-proclaimed religious people among us tend to
be, in some ways, morally among the worst, and yet they think they
are better? The answer lay in the cloaked circuit-closing connection
between sin and self-righteousness. Let us say you have sinned



against your neighbor. Maybe you stole something, or started a
malicious rumor, or bedded a coveted wife or husband. Now this
bothers you. You have a guilty conscience. What do you do? When
given a list of possible reactions to guilt, high RWAs were very likely
to say they ask God for forgiveness. They did not check off things like
“I discuss what I did with those who may have suffered and make it
up to them” or “I talk to someone close, such as a good friend or
relative, about what I did.” Low RWAs did those sorts of things but
received little relief. They still felt crummy afterward, maybe because
they had seen firsthand the damage they had done or knew
knowledge of their misdeed had now spread. But authoritarian
followers felt almost completely forgiven by God. They had applied
divine White-Out, which was far less messy than admitting to the
wounded person that they had done the wounding. Once again they
ran away. Fearful people are not very courageous. Final Guilt Scores
are: low RWAs—lots of guilt, high RWAs—nearly zero. The highs
win, but society loses. The authoritarians have taken instant guilt-be-
gone, and as a result they do not have to stifle a nagging conscience
still reminding them on Saturday night what happened last Saturday
night. Their religion has taken the guilt out of guilt. As a result, when
the impulse next arises to stick it to someone, they have no trouble
sugarcoating the point on their spear with self-righteousness and
firing away. And if later they feel guilty about letting their prejudices
and hatreds get the better of them, no problem. They will just wipe
the slate clean again with a prayer for forgiveness and get back to
feeling good about themselves, thus reloading for future aggression.
Easy forgiveness makes sin more likely to recur. Given the guilt-
evaporating belief that God will forgive everything you confess, why
wouldn’t you sin when temptation arose, with such easy-off, easy-on
ramps to holiness continually available as you travel through life?
You can have your cake and go to heaven too.

Being “religious” can particularly lead to sin if one is exposed to
the pernicious theology that detractors call “cheap grace.” Some
pastors preach that once you have accepted Jesus as your personal
savior, which typically involves a one-time verbal commitment, it



just doesn’t matter if you are in the Klan, cheat on your spouse, or
push drugs in schoolyards. You are going to heaven no matter what
you do. Being good is not a prerequisite for salvation. You are
already, now and forever, among The Saved. Good little boys and
girls do not necessarily go to heaven, this doctrine says, only The
Saved do. And one can join The Saved in less time than it takes to
pay your credit card bill online. You can do it in twenty words or less,
there is nothing to sign, and nobody’s going to look up your moral
credit rating. It is obvious why persons up to no good in their lives
are attracted to pastors who use this hymnbook. Once evildoers have
said the magic words, it seems, they can lie, cheat, and steal as much
as they want without jeopardizing in the least their reserved seat in
the heavenly choir. They have acquired a “get out of hell free” card.
They do not even have to apologize to fellow beings or to God.
Accepting this point of view, they could think, means never having to
say you are sorry. The theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer coined the
phrase “cheap grace” to denigrate this obscene interpretation of the
New Testament.25 But the notion of cheap grace appeals to many. A
large sample of university student parents were asked to react to, “If
we have faith in Jesus, accepting him as our personal savior and
asking forgiveness of our sins, we will be saved, no matter what kind
of life we live afterwards.” Forty-two percent of the evangelicals in
the sample agreed. That is a lot.

HOW IMPORTANT IS THEIR RELIGION TO
EVANGELICALS?

Evangelicals believe the Bible is the revealed word of God, the
supernatural being who created the vast universe and who is going to
decide one day whether they will henceforth have an eternity of
happiness or the joylessness of the dark side. And the Bible is the
place where God has written down what you need to know to go to
heaven, so you could know how to get there. It follows that
evangelicals would read the Bible. In fact, they would read it over
and over, looking for things they might have missed and reminding



themselves of things they had forgotten. You can see why they might
never read anything else, but instead always be cramming for “the
final” that could come at any time, if they believe the Bible is what
they tell everybody it is. But consider what happened when a large
sample of Canadian parents was given a list of the 66 Books in the
King James Bible and asked how many of them they had read from
beginning to end. Only one out of five high RWA parents said they
had read them all. (We tip our hats in awe to anyone who plowed his
way through the first nine chapters of Chronicles I.) Just as many
had not read any of the Books. On average, evangelicals had only
read about a third of them. Given what they should be doing, can
anyone seriously say that most of them really believed the Bible is
God’s all-important message to them? Most of them had never read
it even once.

Perhaps one can better gauge the importance of their religion to
evangelicals by toting up how much their lives reflect the teachings of
Jesus. Let us consider ten possibilities: (1) People who take Jesus’
story of the Good Samaritan to heart should be among the least
prejudiced around. (2) Those who understand Jesus’s forgiveness
should be less mean-spirited than average. (3) Readers of the
Gospels should realize how much hypocrites infuriated Jesus and so
would demonstrate outstanding integrity.26 (4) People who realize
Jesus’s love for social outcasts would be terrifically accepting of those
who are different. (5) How many walls did Jesus build to keep
“undesirables” away? (6) People who realize the extraordinary extent
to which Jesus was “his own man” would be less conforming than
most. (7) Bible readers who know Jesus’s words about how hard it is
for a rich man to get to heaven would have no interest in becoming
wealthy. (8) Those who follow Jesus would not submit to unjust
authority but challenge it. (9) Familiarity with the Gospels would
inform one that Jesus had absolutely no time for big showy displays
of virtue and self-righteousness. And (10) people devoted to Jesus
would not join “Posses” like the one that came to Gethsemane to
arrest him. Does it seem, by this accounting, that many Evangelicals
have accepted Jesus’s invitation, “Come follow me?”



There may be a deep, deep, reason why many evangelicals find it
hard to make a commitment to the message of the Gospels. Although
they will deny it, deny it a second time, and then a third, many of
them do not really, totally, believe in God. Altemeyer studied this
using an analogy from research on hypnosis involving a Hidden
Observer—a fictional alterego who admits that one’s public
statements when hypnotized (e.g., “I am a chicken”) are just pretend.
He asked his students in a very private survey to let their Hidden
Observers say whether they had doubts about the existence of God. A
third of the high RWA students checked an alternative that read,
“Yes, (s)he has secret doubts which (s)he has kept strictly to
herself/himself that this is really true.” Another 20 percent said they
had such doubts, but at least one other person knew about them.
That adds up to 53 percent of the high RWAs, almost all of whom
would have been “highly religious.” But you would never guess these
doubts existed from what they almost always publicly proclaim about
their beliefs.

THE SOLUTION TO THE MYSTERY
So why did the greater religiousness of evangelicals not keep them
from embracing Donald Trump? Because for a great many of them,
despite all the fuss and bother and appearances, their religion is
simply not important. Their religious commitment, like the person
they think they are, does not exist in significant ways. When Donald
Trump came along, resplendent in moral shortcomings but
promising the moon, evangelicals had little difficulty setting aside
their supposed beliefs and supporting him. In fact, this was their
S.O.P. They had been setting those beliefs aside 167 hours a week for
most of their lives. Con men know that the easiest people to fool are
the people who persistently fool themselves. This reality is an
amazingly simple answer, yet when you stand back from it, it also is
simply amazing. Luke 4 says that old Devil offered Jesus the deal of a
lifetime if Jesus would just fall down and worship him. The man
from Galilee reportedly replied, “Get thee behind me, Satan.” In



contrast, when Donald Trump, a man wallowing in the Biblical
cardinal sins, made evangelicals the same offer for the same low, low
price, millions of them fell to their knees.

However, let us extend some charity to these high RWAs who are
bowed down to Donald Trump. Remember, they are frightened, and
they have been frightened for most of their lives, notwithstanding
their efforts to hide that fear. Living in fear can deeply affect how you
perceive the world. Furthermore, they were raised to copy the beliefs
of the “proper authorities” in their lives. Independent thinking may
have been punished, so they are not very good at it. Like many
animals that are prey for carnivores, they find safety by being in a
herd whose prime directives are follow the leader and stick together.
If you, the reader, realize the world is not as dangerous a place as
some see it, if you are good at figuring things out on your own, if you
can stand alone when your conscience says you have to, please
realize how lucky you are. And before you fall into the trap of self-
righteousness that is always just one step away, realize also that a lot
of research shows you and almost everyone else can still be made to
do hideous things in the wrong situation.27

*1 One must distinguish white from Black Evangelicals. The latter are sizeable in number but
demographically and religiously quite different from the former. When we speak of
Evangelicals in this chapter, assume we mean white Christians.

*2 As noted in chapter 5, white undereducated males, the other major component in
Trump’s base, only favored him by 71 percent to 23 percent, about three to one.

*3 What was not predicted was that this appeal would thoroughly overpower the many good
reasons evangelicals had for rejecting Trump on religious grounds.



CHAPTER NINE

“DOUBLE HIGH” AUTHORITARIANS

At the outset, we introduced three kinds of authoritarians. You have
met two: social dominators and authoritarian followers, and we have
explained their different reasons for helping a demagogue seize total
power in a democracy. Now we turn to the third group of
authoritarian supporters, persons who score highly on both the
Social Dominance Orientation Scale and the Right-Wing
Authoritarianism Scale whom we call “Double Highs.” You will see in
this chapter why these people threaten our democracy more than any
other group we have studied.

Persons who score highly on these two measures of
authoritarianism would seem to have impulses to both dominate and
submit, and be mightily confused. But there are ways it sensibly
happens. Someone driven by social dominance could endorse RWA
Scale statements like, “Our country desperately needs a mighty
leader who will do what has to be done to destroy the radical new
ways and sinfulness that are ruining us,” by thinking of himself as
the mighty leader involved. We think Donald Trump would be a
Double High if he honestly answered the two tests, but he is not a
dominating submissive, a walking oxymoron. As we have shown,
Trump is a very strong dominator who believes in submission by
others to him. Other social dominators who have been beaten by the
alpha can similarly endorse submission. They have power as the
leader’s lieutenants and sergeants and enjoy exerting it. It is in their
interest that everybody else submit, so they score highly on the RWA
Scale as well.



High RWAs in turn may have little desire for personal domination,
but they and social dominators who also have little personal power
may identify with a group that does. These numerous foot soldiers
can believe strongly in their group’s dominance in society and at the
same time believe that they, along with almost everybody else,
should submit to the leaders of their group. While these different
paths to becoming a Double High exist, not many people seem to
have walked down them as such folks have been hard to find in past
research.1 Only forty-two turned up in a large (N=638) 2005
Canadian parent study, which fits in well with previous American
rates. But as unusual as Double Highs were, you could not help
noticing them. For one thing, they uniquely bundled the worst traits
of the two kinds of authoritarians. Take dogmatism, which high
RWAs have by the bucketful, while high SDOs can carry theirs in a
cup because they do not care about creeds and philosophies enough
to be dogmatic about them. But Double Highs need a bucket. High
RWAs, in turn, are not power-mad or amoral deceitful manipulators,
but high SDOs are and so are Double Highs. High SDOs do not
effervesce with religious fundamentalism and religious
ethnocentrism, but Double Highs tend to, like high RWAs. So, like an
unfortunate child who has his father’s alligator skin and bowlegs plus
his mother’s bad hearing and poor digestion, Double Highs generally
carry with them the worst features of high SDOs and high RWAs.
You can say about high RWAs, for example, they may be dogmatic,
but at least they are not power-mad. But with Double Highs, they
tend to be both. And this spells real trouble.

And it gets worse. If both high SDOs and high RWAs have the
same tendency, Double Highs have it supersized. Thus, we noted in
previous chapters that both high SDOs and high RWAs piled up big
scores on prejudice scales. But Double Highs racked up the biggest
numbers of all in study after study. They apparently have the social
dominator’s desire to have white people rule an unfair society and
fear of “the other” and self-righteousness found in high RWAs. These
two helpings of prejudice steroids shoot them faster, higher, and
stronger when it comes to prejudging others than you find with any



other group studied so far, placing them atop the medals podium in
the Prejudice Olympics. Double Highs also combine SDO and RWA
tendencies; when it comes to political party preference, they are hard
right conservatives.2 Similarly, both high SDOs and high RWAs score
highly on a Militia Scale developed after the Oklahoma City bombing
that measures belief in the conspiracy theory that the country is
being taken over by Jews and Communists through the United
Nations. But Double Highs score highest of all and agree that armed
resistance will probably be needed to fight plots to take away citizens’
firearms.

You may now be thinking, “Thank God there aren’t very many of
these power-mad, raging, fearful, self-righteous, dominating, amoral,
dogmatic discriminators around!” But like certain spices in a stew, a
little Double High goes a long way in a crowd of authoritarian
followers, which became clear in a series of simulation experiments
designed to see what happened when authoritarians ruled the earth.

THE GLOBAL CHANGE GAME EXPERIMENTS
What would happen if everyone in the world was a low RWA? Or if
the planet were stocked with only high RWAs? These questions were
pursued in a 1994 experiment using Canadian university students
participating in an environmental awareness exercise called the
Global Change Game. The game places the fate of the earth in the
hands of about sixty participants for the next forty years.3 The
players are assigned to different sections of the world on a big map
that covers a gym floor, according to the real population of their
region. There are only a handful of North American citizens and a lot
of Chinese citizens. Each region has its own set of economic, health,
and environmental problems to deal with, and a leader who becomes
such simply by volunteering for the job at the beginning of the
exercise. The leaders can leave their region and meet with other
leaders to make deals, try to solve global problems together, and
make threats if they so wish that can lead to war. Back home, the
citizens of each region study their situation and make



recommendations about how to use their resources to improve their
lives. The problems and assets given the players in each region are
realistic. Some regions are much more blessed than others, but they
are all riding on the same rock around the sun.

The Low RWA World. One evening, sixty-seven low RWAs, drawn
from more than twenty sections of their university’s introductory
psychology course in which they had earlier answered the RWA
scale, played the game for three hours. They had been invited to
participate, they were told, through a random draw of more than
twenty-six hundred intro students. They were assigned to ten
different regions within the constraint that there be about as many
women as men in each region. Seven men and three women stood up
and volunteered to be leaders when the simulation began. Right
away, the leader of the Pacific Rim called a meeting of all the “elites”
on the “Island Paradise of Tasmania,” where they agreed to meet
again any time there was a global problem that needed cooperative
action. Meanwhile most of the regions independently reduced their
military spending and invested in health, education, and economic
development. Elites negotiated mutually beneficial deals, and most
of the regions made headway solving their problems in sustainable
ways. An hour into the simulation, its administrators announced that
the ozone layer was seriously diminished and some of the players
were in danger of “dying” from skin cancer. It would affect everyone
and would take a lot of money to fix. The elites met on Tasmania and
successfully negotiated how much each region would pay, with the
richest paying the most, and the crisis was averted.

It became clear however that the Third World regions would not
be able to solve their problems without a lot of help. Europe gave
some assistance, but the four North American players literally turned
their backs on the rest of the world as they sat on the gym floor. A
global summit was called to increase aid, which the North American
elite declined to attend until he was dragged to Tasmania by other
elites. Even then, he would not contribute to save players in Africa
and India who were about to die. The students tried to control
population growth, but their efforts fell short. After forty years had



passed and the exercise ended, 8.7 billion people inhabited the earth
(up from 5.5 billion at the start). But the Lows were able to provide
for almost all through international cooperation, demilitarizing, and
sustainable economic development. There had been no wars or
threats of war. The North American elite raised the subject of
attacking other regions, but his fellow North Americans told him to
forget it. The Third World lost some 400 million citizens to
starvation and disease—no laughing matter. But the administrators
of the simulation—who were not told how the students had been
picked or the purpose of the experiment—agreed it was one of the
most successful runs they had seen over several years.

The High RWA World. The next night, sixty-eight high RWAs
played the same game in the same place, run by the same
administrators in exactly the same manner with the same rules and
procedures that had been used with the low RWAs. On this night,
however, only males rose to their feet and made themselves elites.
The game had hardly started when the elite from the Middle East
tried to double the price of oil. Then Russia began beating its
ploughshares into swords, built a strong conventional army, and
invaded North America. North America launched nuclear weapons to
repel the invaders, and a full nuclear exchange ensued. The
administrators turned out most of the lights in the gym and
explained the probable consequences of a nuclear holocaust. All of
the human population (7.4 billion by that point) was declared dead,
along with most other forms of life. They then gave the players a
second chance, restarting the game two years before the war broke
out. But the Russia region rebuilt its large army, attacked China, and
400 million died in the war that followed. The Middle East elite
called for a “United Nations” meeting to handle this and future
crises, but the response was underwhelming.

The zone layer crisis was announced but inspired only piecemeal
reactions. Europe lowered its atmospheric emissions and loaned
money to underdeveloped regions to do the same. But no one else
did anything, and the ozone layer was largely destroyed with
subsequent loss of life for the rest of the simulation. Meanwhile the



earth’s population was growing by leaps and bounds because the
high RWAs were unwilling to invest in birth control measures. They
also pursued fast-buck economic goals that cost them dearly in the
long run, such as planting just one kind of tree because it was
(temporarily) very profitable. Catastrophe overwhelmed the Third
World, with hundreds of millions dying from inadequate food
supplies and poor medical treatment. But their elites gave their
regions’ meager resources to the leader of the Middle East to be
included in a confederacy he was organizing. Other regions formed a
competing confederacy, and the two camps increased their arms and
threatened each other with war. Realizing what a nuclear war would
produce, both sides settled for an uneasy stalemate. By the end of the
forty-year simulation, 1.7 billion people had died from starvation and
disease. Add in the 400 million who perished in the Russia-China
war, and the death toll rose to 2.1 billion. Recalling that the whole
population of the earth had already died once during the nuclear
war, you must give the high RWAs an F in world management.
Maybe an F minus.4

The 1998 Global Change Game: Participants in the 1994 Global
Change Game experiment had been chosen by their scores on the
RWA Scale. The SDO Scale was not used in the selection process
because it was still under development at Stanford. But once its
significance became apparent one could see that social dominance
might have played a big role in the disastrous high RWA game in
1994, as some of the sixty-eight high RWAs might have been Double
Highs. Thus, the high RWA part of the experiment was repeated in
1998, with the world being inhabited entirely by persons who had
scored highly on the Right-Wing Authoritarianism Scale.5 However
manipulation of the sign-up booklets for the “randomly chosen”
students for the first night kept out everybody who had scored highly
on the Social Dominance Orientation Scale. On the second night,
however, there were seven Double Highs in the mix.

A World of Just High RWAs. When the simulation with no Double
Highs began, none of the fifty-three players (divided into eight
regions) wanted to be an Elite. Eventually eight students (including



three females) stood up, sometimes being forced up by others more
determined than they to be followers. But when the simulation
began, the elites stayed with their groups, instead of roaming the
planet looking for deals that would bring their regions resources they
needed. The three women elites went to the man serving as elite in
rich North America and tried to get some aid from him. He refused,
and that was the end of interregion bargaining for the night. The
students sat on eight “islands” and tried to solve their problems in
isolation from the rest of the world. Sometimes when a “foreigner”
(as they called her) came over to talk with a region, they told her to
“Go away.”

Then, when the ozone layer crisis occurred, a couple of the players
looked over their shoulders and asked players on a nearby “island” if
they had any ideas. Nobody did, however, and it was concluded the
problem was too big to be solved. Skin cancer began to kill millions,
then scores of millions around the planet. The regions tried very hard
to solve their problems but could not make any headway. They struck
the administrators as earnest but unimaginative. As well they did
nothing about birth control and became swamped by the next
generation whom they could not feed, much less find jobs and
medical care for. Europe and North America made charitable
contributions to the Third World regions, but it was not enough. A
thick fog of gloom and despair covered most of the earth as the
players sat on the gym floor, glumly resigned to failure. Disaster
ravaged the earth in the form of two of the Four Horsemen of the
Apocalypse: Famine and Death. What about the other two horsemen,
War and Conquest? They never got out of the paddock. No one
uttered the slightest threat. But almost all the regions kept the
military forces they had been given at the start of the simulation.
They seemed to have a “You don’t bother us, and we won’t bother
you” attitude toward the rest of the world, but they husbanded some
of their desperately needed resources for weapons and armies
because of fear someone might sometime bother them. By the time
forty years had passed, 1.9 billion people had died, which the
facilitators thought was a record for a non-war version of the game.



It was startling to watch. Here were dozens of high RWAs, divided
arbitrarily into groups but surrounded by people just like themselves,
and in every group the profound ethnocentrism of the members
made them turn their backs on everyone else. Each one of them—
thus all—had built a wall.

High RWAs Including a Few Double Highs. The next night, fifty-
five new high RWAs showed up for their appointment with destiny.
Seven of them, all males, had also placed in the upper quarter of the
SDO Scale distribution, and they were assigned to different regions
of the earth. Care was taken to always have at least one other man in
each region so none of the Double Highs would become leader just
because he was the only male in a group of high RWA females who
wanted no part of leadership. Four of the seven Double Highs leapt
to their feet when the facilitators asked for volunteers to be elites.
Two of the remaining three found ways to take over their groups on
the sly. One made himself his elite’s assistant, and the other elites
quickly found he was the person they had to negotiate with. The
other Double High led a rebellion “at home,” which required their
elite to bring all proposed moves to them for approval. The seventh
elite, located in Latin America, was as quiet as a mouse during the
exercise. When the simulation started it was as if the bell had opened
a trading session on the New York Stock Exchange floor, as one of
the administrators put it. A constant buzz of negotiations could be
heard as elites visited one another, sometimes in groups of two or
three, trying to get the best deals they could with the resources they
controlled. The winners enhanced their regions, and the losers lost
ground.

When the ozone layer crisis was announced, the elites met to deal
with it. They understood the problem required a worldwide fix, but
the rich regions (who were identified as causing most of the ozone
problem) refused to pay as much as the poor nations thought
appropriate, and nobody put in a penny. Instead, some of the regions
began building up their armies, and military threats became part of
economic negotiations. A lot of bullying appeared. The Oceania elite
bought nuclear weapons and declared war on vastly out-gunned



India. Getting no help from others, India surrendered and gave most
of its resources to Oceania as tribute. The victorious elite, who had
not asked his region-aires if they wanted to venture down this path,
brought home the bacon and used it to sell the slogan that “War is
good.” Few of his cohorts wanted to continue with this approach, but
none of them took the lead in stopping him. So, he declared war on
Africa and Latin America. At this point, the North American elite
offered protection from Oceania to anyone who would pay for it, and
the earth divided into two camps that bought tons of nuclear
weapons. The facilitators expected an all-out nuclear war to begin
just as the forty-year time limit for the simulation expired. The ozone
layer was destroyed once again, and for a third time, the high RWAs
had done nothing about population control. The bullying of weaker
regions and the militarization of the world toward the end of the
simulation also took their tolls. Altogether 1.6 billion people died.
And everybody might have died had there been another year.

Overall, the three simulations that used high RWA subjects
showed how badly they perform as stewards of the earth. They
appeared ill-equipped to act cooperatively to solve problems, even
with people just like themselves. Once they were given a specific
identity, their ethnocentrism seemed to surge through their bones,
and they wanted as little to do with “foreigners” as possible. In a
world that rewarded intergroup cooperation, their “nationalism”
locked them into solitary confinement and threw away the key. It was
especially ironic because while they probably assumed the people in
the other groups would be different from them in important ways,
the gym was full of other high RWAs.

These simulations provide no comfort regarding the democratic
skills of high SDOs, high RWAs, and Double Highs, and two other
simulation experiments support this conclusion. Canadian
researchers led by Leanne S. Son Hing put high and low SDO and
high and low RWA students on two-person teams (one a boss, the
other her subordinate) tasked with making a corporate decision that
could inflict severe damage on the environment. High SDO bosses
usually wanted a high profit outcome even if it damaged the



environment. Low RWA subordinates usually fought this decision,
but high RWA subordinates went along with it and ever praised their
boss to the administrators. The researchers called the combination of
a high SDO superior and a high RWA underling “the lethal union”
because it was most likely to act unethically.6

The other simulation sprang from the creative mind of Gerry
Sande of the University of Manitoba, who designed a 1987
experiment in which five-man teams of low RWAs and five-man
teams of high RWAs played the role of NATO in a European war-
games setting.7 The simulation opened with the Warsaw Pact making
a couple of ambiguous moves (e.g., withdrawing troops from border
regions, which appears to be a peaceful gesture, but, it was pointed
out, could be masking a redeployment for an imminent invasion.)
Unbeknownst to the subjects, the administrator played the opposing
Warsaw Pact, and whatever NATO did, the Warsaw Pact did back
double. So, if NATO made a threatening move in response to the
opening scenario, the “dirty Commies” answered with military
threats twice as powerful. But if NATO made a peaceful move, the
Warsaw Pact disarmed twice as much. Each NATO team, fighting
itself in a mirror, created its future. The high RWA teams almost
always thought the opening moves signaled evil intent, and so made
threats in response. High RWAs scare easily. When the Warsaw Pact
responded with twice as much threat, that confirmed the highs’
interpretation, and off they went precipitating a major crisis. By the
time the simulation ended the world was usually on the brink of all-
out nuclear war. Low RWAs almost always reacted calmly to the
ambiguous opening, and when nothing happened, they often made a
peaceful move, which was reciprocated by the Warsaw Pact, and
large-scale disarmament followed.

The study predated the Social Dominance Scale, so it is unknown if
a Double High sometimes landed in a high RWA group and
channeled the fear within them into aggressiveness. But the
occasional presence of Double Highs can explain the results of a
follow-up experiment. This time the NATO teams were told they had
a perfect “Star Wars” missile defense system that would guarantee



them victory in any nuclear war, and the Warsaw Pact knew it. So, if
push came to shove came to firing off the ICBMs, they couldn’t get
hurt. You would think that high RWAs would be less inclined to
make threats when they had nothing to fear, and about half the high
RWA groups showed almost no aggression at all—in contrast to the
previous study. But the other high RWA groups became belligerent
right from the start. “We wanted them to realize we could wipe them
out at any time,” wrote one bellicose student afterward. “We had all
the power, and we wanted them to kiss our asses,” wrote another.
That smacks of “Double High talk.” Since the Warsaw Pact met big
threats with even bigger threats in this second experiment, things
quickly got out of hand.8

RWA SCALE SCORES AMONG STATE LAWMAKERS
Almost all the research on the RWA Scale reported up to now was
conducted on North American university students and their parents.*
A quite different population was sampled beginning in 1983 when
North American lawmakers were asked to complete surveys “on a
variety of social issues.” These studies help explain another
perplexing mystery of Trump’s presidency: why nearly all the
Republicans in Congress have at best done nothing, and in a few
cases (for example, Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell)
jumped in with both feet to help Donald Trump stomp American
democracy to death. This first American legislator study was
undertaken in 1986 when state Senate members in California,
Connecticut, Minnesota, and Mississippi were asked, through
mailings to the state capitols, to anonymously answer the RWA
scale.8 No Connecticut Democrat and only one Mississippi
Republican replied. In the two states where returns proved more
substantial, California and Minnesota, Republicans scored higher
than Democrats.9

SUBMISSIVE LAWMAKERS?



Some of the senators posted very high marks on the RWA Scale,
which raises the question: Why would legislators score highly on a
measure of authoritarian submission? Are they not among the
established authorities that high RWAs are supposed to be yearning
to submit to? Yes. But suppose you became a lawmaker in the first
place because you are a high social dominator dedicating yourself to,
hmmm, yourself by becoming one of the most powerful people in
society. If you are asked in a variety of ways on a survey, “Should
people submit to the established authorities?” would you not
strongly agree that they should, not because you intend to do much
submitting yourself, but because, as was presented earlier with
Double Highs, you want people to submit to you? If so, a lawmaker’s
high score on the RWA Scale would probably reflect a social
dominance orientation, not necessarily that of an authoritarian
follower. Later evidence upholds this interpretation.

Between 1990 and 1993 legislators in nearly all the other states
answered the RWA Scale and other material in eight different
studies.10 Altogether, 4,741 lawmakers were approached, and 1,233
of them (26 percent) responded. This is eight to ten times the
response rate that nationwide polls typically obtain, but the self-
selection rate still means the results might be biased. However, the
findings were strongest in the legislatures that had the highest
response rates, so the results would likely have been a bit brawnier,
not weaker, had more politicians answered. The lawmakers
answered anonymously, except at the end they were asked whether
they were Democrats or Republicans. The surveys were discreetly
coded to indicate whether they had been sent to a Democrat or
Republican, and in every case but one self-identification matched
this designation.

LEVELS OF RWA SCALE SCORES IN THE STATE
CAPITALS

An astounding picture appeared as the answers were tabulated, as
you can see in Figure 1 below. Republicans in every legislature save



one scored higher on the RWA Scale as a group than did Democrats.
The averages of the scores obtained are shown in Figure 1, which
graphically illustrates the clustering of Democrats as low RWAs and
Republicans as high RWAs. You can immediately see that the
Democrats produced an enormous range of caucus scores, thanks to
outliers in Southern states, but in general they landed below the
midpoint (100) on the scale. The Republicans, with two exceptions
(the Connecticut House and Senate) laid down much higher scores,
above 100, and showed much greater uniformity.

Figure 1. Mean Scores on the RWA Scale by Various State
Caucuses





The sample includes 549 Republican legislators and 682
Democrats. Scores from upper chambers are presented in larger
print (e.g., CONNECTICUT versus Connecticut). No Connecticut
Democratic senator and only one Mississippi Republican and one
Wyoming Democratic senator answered, and hence no scores are
given for those caucuses.

Even though this is another study you probably never heard of, it
would appear to be a rather revealing investigation of extremely
important people in our country. The lawmakers were not making a
speech, endorsing a proposal, or casting a vote. They were answering
anonymously a survey on social attitudes, which they probably did
not know measures a politically important aspect of their
personality, namely how strongly they embraced democracy, or were
ready to sell it out to some autocrat. They were personally
anonymous, completely hidden while answering the items, and their
unmassaged answers probably give us a clearer view of who they are
than you are going to get in any other way—unless you work for one
of them. When else have you ever gotten that straight a look at who
these politicians are? Well, take a good look.

ADDITIONAL FINDINGS AMONG THE LEGISLATORS
In each of these studies, the RWA Scale was followed by a small
number of other statements measuring other things. It was found
that, compared to low RWA lawmakers, high RWAs:

Considered equality an unimportant value in guiding the
country.
Rejected a law raising taxes on the rich while lowering them on
the poor.
Favored extending capital punishment to more crimes.



Wanted to forbid news programs broadcasting from cities (such
as Bagdad) that the United States was bombing.
Opposed gun control laws.
Favored teaching Christianity in public schools.
Scored high in dogmatism.
Opposed affirmative action laws.
Favored giving police more power to search, arrest, and
interrogate suspects.
Favored outlawing the Communist Party.
Opposed the Equal Rights Amendment.
Favored placing more restrictions on abortion than Roe vs.
Wade.
Had conservative economic philosophies.
Favored restricting anti-war protests so they would have little
impact.
Saw the USA as uniformly the good guys and the USSR as the
bad guys.
Opposed laws guaranteeing equal rights for homosexual people.
Showed racial and ethnic prejudice.

None of these findings is going to knock you off your horse if you
have been paying any attention to the goings-on down at the state
capitol, but almost every one of them connects to material in
chapters Five through Eight, from the dissing of equality through the
“Government Injustices” and “Posse” experiments to the findings
about double standards and prejudice. They show that the stark truth
about authoritarianism displayed in Figure 1 runs much deeper and
wider in the legislatures within the United States than the answers to
a personality test. A good many of the people in America elected to
write our laws have very little commitment to the form of
government they are entrusted to protect. If it were not for the
Constitution and the safeguard of the judicial system and other
politicians who value freedom and equality, who knows what our
laws would be?



LACK OF SOCIAL DOMINANCE DATA ON THE
LAWMAKERS

These American lawmaker studies did not collect answers to the
Social Dominance Orientation Scale because that test was still being
developed at the time. But at least half a dozen of the issues above
involve equality, and from poo-pooing equality as a goal of
democracy to soul-crushing prejudices it seems clear the high RWA
lawmakers would also have scored highly on the SDO Scale. This, in
fact, was indicated in two Canadian studies. Members of the
Conservative Party in the Alberta Legislature scored highly on SDO
items at the end of the survey, as did members of Parliament who
belonged to the conservative Reform Party in the national House of
Commons. The latter also scored highly on a series of items written
to measure prejudice.11 All of the evidence thus agrees that the
caucuses of “conservative” parties in North American legislatures are
not only thick with persons who score highly on the Right-Wing
Authoritarianism Scale, but also that many if not most of these
lawmakers are also high Social Dominators. That makes them the
super authoritarian, super prejudiced, super dangerous people this
chapter is about: Double Highs.

Reflect on what this information about state lawmakers means.
These people write our laws. Think what they would do if they had no
constitutional restrictions enforced by the courts. Consider for
example one of the items from the RWA Scale that the 1,233
American lawmakers encountered: “Once our government leaders
and the authorities condemn the dangerous elements in our society,
it will be the duty of every patriotic citizen to help stomp out the rot
that is poisoning our country from within.” It is a preposterous
statement. It is practically a Nazi cheer. It is the six Posse questions
rolled into one. You should be pleased to learn that most (66
percent) of the responding legislators disagreed with this sentiment,
usually strongly and some very strongly. Yet 8 percent said they were
neutral or did not answer it. Strikingly, the other 26 percent, nearly
all of them Republicans, said they agreed with the notion that the



public should help destroy whatever “dangerous element” they, the
lawmakers, decided to get rid of. That is halfway to a majority.

WHAT HAS HAPPENED TO THE REPUBLICAN PARTY?
One can conclude, with the backing of this study of more than five
hundred of the highest-ranking leaders of the GOP, that the
Republican Party had become the Authoritarian Party by the mid-
1990s. They scored highly on the RWA Scale, looked like they would
be social dominators, and in every respect that was tested showed
beliefs and attitudes associated with authoritarians. And the label fit
coast to coast; there weren’t any pockets of low RWA Republican
legislators anywhere in the United States outside Connecticut.12 That
seems to be a terrifically damning conclusion. Perhaps it would be
worse if they turned out to be drug kingpins or spies for foreign
powers, it would be worse. To any student of authoritarianism,
however, this is very, very bad.

If you worked for a Republican public relations firm, what is the
first thing you would say about super-embarrassing Figure 1?
Probably, “These studies are terribly outdated. The Republican Party
has changed a lot since then.” Yes, it has, but it has almost certainly
gotten more authoritarian over time, not less. When these surveys
were answered, to reprise material from chapter 8, the Christian
Coalition had been working for (and on) the Republican Party for a
decade. In the years after these studies Pat Robertson’s grassroots
organizations took over most of the state GOP committees and had
hundreds of their favorites elected to office. Moderate Republican
office holders began disappearing across America. This
abandonment-of-the-middle gained momentum in 1994 when Newt
Gingrich ended the tradition of bipartisan cooperation between
Republicans and Democrats in the House of Representatives. He had
long advocated polarizing politics, telling a group of young
Republican hopefuls in 1978, “One of the great problems we have in
the Republican Party is that we don’t encourage you to be nasty. If
Republicans were to rise from the ashes, they would have to learn to



‘raise hell,’ to stop being so ‘nice,’ to realize that politics was, above
all, a cutthroat ‘war for power’—and to start acting like it.”13 Gingrich
led his kind of Republicans, Double Highs being sent to Washington
by an increasingly authoritarian GOP base, in partisan wars and
obstructionism that have made Americans sick of Congress and led
presidents to assuming greater powers.14 Karl Rove then enticed
religious leaders to bring millions of white Evangelicals into the fold
in 2000. These Republicans, far less religious than they might be,
brought not just social conservative views on abortion and gay rights
with them, but also a great deal of authoritarianism and its ugly
sidecar companion, prejudice. When joined by “the forgotten” in
2016, the transformation of the GOP from a conservative political
party to an authoritarian one with precious little connection to its
past was complete. So one can readily believe that if one collected
authoritarianism scores today in state legislatures, the Congress, the
Republican National Committee, and the White House, the
Republicans would be squeezed together even further to the right on
Figure 1, crowded together toward the end of the political diving
board, getting ready to plunge into the deep, dark waters below,
taking the nation down with them.

* This is not to say these are the only studies relating to RWAs. Study of RWAs, not to
mention SDOs and other scales we have mentioned, have been conducted widely in the
United States, and elsewhere in the world, and affirm the findings presented.



CHAPTER TEN

NATIONAL SURVEY ON AUTORITARIANISM

While we know only what others have revealed about Donald
Trump’s background, we believe the material set forth in Chapters 2
through 4 explains his authoritarianism. We furthermore believe
that most of the people in his “impossible to understand” base can be
understood, given the research on authoritarian supporters that has
accumulated over the years. However, almost all these studies used
samples drawn from limited populations, most of them not even
American. Accordingly, you may rightly wonder: What’s the evidence
that these ‘theories’ apply to American voters the way these fellows
say it does? It’s a good question. We wondered about it too. Now we
have the answer. Solid evidence says the explanations are correct.

In 2018 Patrick Murray, the director of the Monmouth University
Polling Institute in West Long Branch, New Jersey, offered to assist
us with this project by collecting answers to our tests from a
nationwide sample of American voters.1 Given the professionalism
and reputation of the Monmouth operation, we were delighted.2 A
survey using so many complete scales and ancillary items had never
been conducted with a national sample before.3 In synopsis, after a
trial run with a sample of New Jersey residents in May 2019, nearly a
thousand registered voters across America answered five personality
tests in late October and early November online, also providing
information about themselves and their political preferences. Besides
the Social Dominance Orientation and Right-Wing Authoritarianism
Scales, they were asked the four child-rearing questions described in



appendix I and the Religious Fundamentalism Scale mentioned in
chapter 8. In addition, they responded to twenty-four statements
(also found in appendix V) designed to measure ethnocentric
prejudice among whites against racial and ethnic minorities, as well
as belief in white supremacy. For example, we sought –4 to +4
responses to statements such as: “There are entirely too many people
from the wrong places getting into the United States now.” “White
people are the major victims of discrimination in the United States.
The government is on everybody else’s side but theirs.” “There’s no
way a religion like Islam that produces so many terrorists is as good
a religion as Christianity is.” “Instead of complaining and protesting
all the time, African Americans should be grateful for how good they
have it compared to where they came from.” And, “Certain races of
people do NOT have the natural intelligence and ‘get up and go’ of
the white race.”

A fair-minded person could argue that items like “too many people
from the wrong places” come directly out of Donald Trump’s
speeches and may not reflect personal prejudice but rather a general
support of the president. But that statement comes from a prejudice
scale developed in 1979 to measure ethnocentrism in Canada.
Xenophobia has long been an aspect of prejudice, found around the
world. And many of the prejudice items in our survey included
classic stereotypes that were part of prejudiced thinking before any
of us was born, such as black people are naturally violent; Jews
secretly control the world’s economy; and Latinxs are lazy,
promiscuous, and irresponsible. If participants who agreed with “too
many people from the wrong places” also agreed with these well-
known indicators of prejudice (and they do), the label of “prejudiced”
is accurate.

We purposely included in our Monmouth sample more people who
had voted Republican in the past than was indicated by census data
because those were the people we were trying to understand.4
Nevertheless, most of our 990 respondents, which included
independents as well as Democrats and Republicans, had a negative
opinion of Trump’s performance as president, which has been true in



almost every poll taken since Trump took office. The people who
dislike him nowadays almost always loathe him, that is, they
“strongly disapprove” of him rather than “somewhat disapprove.”
This proved true in the Monmouth sample too. Past Republican
supporters, we found, usually loved Trump but his overall support
has gotten softer over time, with many of his backers these days
merely “Somewhat” rather than “Strongly” approving of him. We
also found that very few people had no opinion of the man, which
you can discover for yourself just by walking into a saloon or a
quilting bee and shouting out, “What about President Trump?” Go
ahead, see what happens.

We put our key conclusions about Trump’s base to the acid test in
this survey, hoping it would tell us if we were wrong about six key
load-bearing issues, namely (1) are Trump’s supporters highly
authoritarian, (2) are they highly prejudiced, (3) how deeply
embedded is authoritarianism in the United States today, (4) can
most prejudice be explained by just authoritarianism, (5) are there
many Double High authoritarians in the United States, and (6) have
we correctly identified the two pillars of Trump’s base? In the
following pages we have provided the six clear answers that emerged
with the Monmouth Institute survey.

QUESTION ONE: Are Trump’s Supporters Highly Authoritarian?
ANSWER: Are They Ever!

Happily, for our explanation, but most unhappily for the country, the
poll said yes. As predicted, the more people supported Donald
Trump, the more they were likely to be high RWAs. Figure 1 shows
the findings with the RWA Scale. (The results for the Social
Dominance Orientation Scale are quite similar, just a little less
dramatic.) Figure 1 breaks down this relationship. The overwhelming
majority of low RWAs disapproved of Trump, almost always
“strongly.” He is anathema to low RWAs. On the other hand, high



RWAs simply cannot get enough of the guy. Almost all of them
approved of his performance, usually strongly.

Figure 1. How Authoritarian Are Donald Trump’s Supporters?
(N = All 990 Respondent)

QUESTION TWO: Are Trump’s Supporters Highly Prejudiced?
ANSWER: Very Much So.

Figure 2 displays the prejudice scores compiled by the white people
in our survey in terms of their support of President Trump. You can
see that it greatly resembles Figure 1. Compared with other
Americans, Trump’s white supporters are, as a group, highly
prejudiced. The difference naturally sizzled most on items that reflect
Trump’s rhetoric, but it showed up on every single statement in the
twenty-four-item inquiry. Trump supporters were prejudiced from A
to Z. With a great deal of preliminary help from the Republican
Party, and as predicted in chapters 5 and 6, Trump has attracted the
most prejudiced white people in America like a magnet attracts metal



filings. Furthermore, no one can whitewash the relationship by
claiming it involves only a few rotten apples who are making
everybody else look bad. Nearly the whole barrel is significantly more
prejudiced than average. And the people who support Trump the
strongest, the people who likely attended his rallies and are most
active on his behalf, tend to be the most prejudiced of all. White
voters who oppose him, on the other hand, are much less prejudiced
than average, especially those who strongly oppose him. They would,
by and large, probably be the white Americans who joined Black
Americans in protesting George Floyd’s murder in Minneapolis in
late May 2020.

Figure 2. How Prejudiced Are Donald Trump’s Supporters?
(White Respondents Only, N=808)

QUESTION THREE: Can Most Prejudice Be Explained by
Authoritarianism?
ANSWER: Yes, Almost Totally.



Figures 1 and 2 show that whether you are talking about the levels of
authoritarianism, or prejudice, found among Trump’s detractors and
supporters, the picture barely flickers. Which, as far as our
explanation goes, amounts to a grand slam homer that clears the
bases. The connection between prejudice and authoritarianism lay at
the heart of our analysis of Trump’s supporters, and the survey
strongly supported it. How strongly? The correlation between RWA
Scale scores and prejudice equalled .856, which is as close to
perfection (1.00) as you are likely to ever see in social science. To put
it another way, suppose you decided to hold a dance for the 100 most
prejudiced white people in your community, along with the 100 most
authoritarian ones. (Who knows why you would want to? We do not.)
Would you need to print 200 invitations? No, about 120 should do it,
since most of the people who are one will also be the other. There is
about an 80 percent overlap.

Patrick Murray’s polling for us confirms to an incredible degree
the earlier finding by McFarland and Adelson, that “most amazing
discovery you never heard of,” that you can explain most prejudice in
terms of authoritarianism.5 So social scientists have not been crying
wolf for all these years. There truly is a big, very bad wolf at our
collective doors, and this metaphoric evil snarls such intolerance,
discrimination, and victimization that it not only injures its
immediate victims, but also shakes our democratic society to its core.
Knowingly or unknowingly, prejudiced people bring into the voting
booth something of even greater danger to everyone’s freedom and
our country’s very existence: authoritarianism. As we explained in
our earlier chapters, the most prejudiced people in America were
likely drawn to Trump because he told them their prejudices were
justified. But they connected with him and with one another on more
than their attitudes toward minorities, for the showman at the rallies
was a megalomaniac and demagogue driven to dominate everyone in
the world. He did not campaign on a platform of overthrowing
democracy, obviously, but he did sanctify prejudice. And the crowd
that responded to his evil message was full of authoritarian



supporters yearning for a mighty leader to fight their enemies and
protect them.

QUESTION FOUR: How Deeply Embedded is Authoritarianism in
America?
ANSWER: It is Deep. And Thick.

Decades of study have established the validity of both the RWA and
SDO Scales as measures of authoritarianism. But we wondered, does
authoritarianism, so defined, exist strongly in the United States? Is
it a highly organized, interlocking, cohesive system of attitudes that
would show great resistance to change if challenged? Or is it a hit-
and-miss, loosely assembled superficial rattletrap of beliefs that
would fall apart if at all challenged? The poll answered, “Sisters and
brothers, this is almost an ideology and will probably survive no
matter who calls it out and how often they do so. “Responses to the
RWA Scale’s items went together to a degree never seen in previous
studies of ordinary people.6 The same was true for the SDO
measures. The RWA Scale’s result particularly caught one’s eye
because its items are much more diverse. But respondents’ beliefs
about all its issues proved almost as highly organized as the beliefs in
a religion’s statement of faith such as the Apostles’ Creed, which
some people actually do memorize. Nobody emphatically teaches all
the specific elements of right-wing authoritarianism to Americans,
but many people come to embrace the whole deal, bit for bit, pound
for pound. The desire to submit to a strong leader, aggress in his
name, and insist that everyone follow your rules is dialed up to
intense in some people while being almost totally absent in others.
So also, to nearly the same extent, is the belief in one group
dominating others, as measured by the SDO Scales.7

QUESTION FIVE: Are There Many Double Highs in America?
ANSWER: Far More than Anticipated.



The especially troublesome and frightening Double Highs from
chapter 9 have been rare in previous social science research because
High RWAs have seldom scored highly on the SDO Scale, and vice
versa. But they abounded, strikingly, in the survey undertaken by
Monmouth for this book. Fourteen percent of the white subjects in
the sample—far more than usual—proved to be Double Highs. Maybe
so many have always roosted in the United States but remained
previously undiscovered. But it could instead be that some people
who would have been just social dominators in the past are now
scoring high on the RWA measure as well, and some authoritarian
submitters are now scoring high on the SDO test. We think both
things happened, for the reason Dean exclaimed when he learned of
this result: “Trump brings out the worst in people!” Trump has made
submission to his mighty leadership more acceptable to some of “the
forgotten,” who believe he is their ticket to greater dominance. And
he has convinced some evangelicals, who basically want to submit to
a powerful leader, that they deserve to be superior too. These two
kinds of authoritarians have seemingly interacted with each other in
cafes and cheered for one another’s goals so much at Trump rallies
that they have become more alike.

This leads us to the Prejudice Olympics, where Double Highs have
always captured the gold in previous studies. They flew to the top of
the podium once again in this survey, outpointing the others as the
most prejudiced group you could find in the poll. Of the 114 Double
Highs, a staggering 112 of them support Trump’s performance as
president. When we say Donald Trump has largely cornered the
market on not just on typical authoritarians, but also (and especially)
on the particularly dangerous Double Highs, we are making a
generalization that has exceptions. In this case two exceptions, out of
114 cases.

Figure 3. “Prejudice Olympics” in Terms of Authoritarianism Scores
(White Respondents Only; N=805)



QUESTION SIX: Are the Pillars of Trump’s Base Prejudiced
Authoritarians?
ANSWER: Definitely.

We have described the pillars of Trump’s base as those
authoritarians that abound among “the forgotten,” and white
evangelicals. The Monmouth survey confirmed this explanation.

As we observed in chapter 5, a solid majority (71 percent) of white
males with less than a four-year college degree voted for Trump. We
proposed these men would tend be social dominators who believed
Trump would champion their collective right, as they saw things, to
rule the country. In our poll 73 percent of 157 such men approved of
Trump’s performance. As a group they were highly prejudiced and
highly authoritarian. But contrary to our prediction, there were
slightly more high RWAs than high SDOs (45 to 43 percent).

White evangelicals, the other and even larger pillar of Trump’s
base, comprised 26 percent of the exit poll in 2016 and gave him 80
percent of their votes, which amounted to nearly half of the ballots
marked for Trump. We concluded in chapter 8 that Trump appealed
to them because he is a prejudiced authoritarian leader, and they are
prejudiced authoritarian followers, and in fact, their religion means



little to them. The Monmouth Institute survey asked respondents if
they would describe themselves as “born-again,” “evangelical,” or
“both.” Twenty-six percent of our white participants clicked
evangelical, and then 80 percent of these subjects said they approved
of Trump’s performance (just like the 2016 exit poll had done). These
religious Trump supporters are, as predicted, well supplied with both
authoritarianism and prejudice, even more so than “the forgotten.”
Most of the evangelicals are high RWAs, considerably outnumbering
the high SDOs in their ranks

We also had a few “forgotten evangelicals.” More specifically, 51 of
the men in our survey had a foot in both pillars, so to speak. That is,
they were white, undereducated, and said they were evangelical. As
you might predict based on past findings on double-pumped
authoritarians, they landed among the highest scorers in each group
in terms of authoritarianism and prejudice. Nearly half were Double
Highs as well, and all supported Trump. This sub-sub-sub-subgroup
formed the crème de la hardest crème of Trump’s base.

Figure 4. How Prejudiced Are the Pillars of Trump’s Base?
(White Respondents Only N=808)



SUMMARY OF FINDINGS ON THE SIX KEY
HYPOTHESES

We have charged Trump’s political movement as being driven by
authoritarianism and prejudice and tested the central issues by
requesting the Monmouth University Polling Institute in a
completely independent, nationwide survey of registered voters to
collect data bearing on the subjects. The verdicts are in. (1) Donald
Trump’s supporters are, as a group, highly authoritarian compared
to most Americans. (2) They are also highly prejudiced compared to
most Americans. (3) You can explain the prejudice in Trump’s
supporters almost entirely by their authoritarianism. (4)
Authoritarianism is a strongly organized set of attitudes in America
that will prove very difficult to reduce and control. (5) Far more,
particularly dangerous, Double High authoritarians exist in the
United States than we imagined, with most of them now affiliated
with the Republican Party. (6) The pillars of Trump’s base, white
evangelicals and white undereducated males are highly authoritarian
and prejudiced. But even this pithy summary does not really do
justice to the major finding by Patrick Murray and his associates: the
findings amount to much more than a line score of going six for six
wih six runs scored and six RBIs. (For those of us who still
remember, in 2020, what that refers to.) The connections among
prejudice, authoritarianism and support for Donald Trump are so
strong that no other independent factor can be as important in
supporting his reelection.8 There just is not much left to be
explained, which is a highly unusual situation in the social sciences,
but that is where the data have taken us. Ask a very complicated
question: Who are Trump’s staunch supporters? Get a very simple
answer: Prejudiced authoritarians, and a few others. How often does
that happen?

OTHER IMPORTANT FINDINGS



In addition to the key issues summarized above, we sought to elicit
other related information in the Monmouth survey.

Stomping out the rot. Remember what might be called the “Nazi
Cheer” mentioned in the study of state legislators in chapter 9? It
went like this: “Once our government leaders and the authorities
condemn the dangerous elements in our society, it will be the duty of
every patriotic citizen to help stomp out the rot that is poisoning our
country from within.” You will recall that a third of the lawmakers,
overwhelmingly Republicans, agreed with this statement or said they
were neutral. We included this item in the Monmouth survey right
after the RWA Scale, and most (52 percent) of Trump’s supporters
said they agreed with it, with another 14 percent saying they were
neutral. So, millions of Americans are seemingly primed and waiting
for the word to start stomping out “the rot.” It will be their duty, they
say, to help persecute whomever a vengeful Trump decides to stomp
out. We realize it takes some time to get your head around this,
because this is not the America people think they live in. But these
results tell us most Trump supporters, willingly or unwittingly, are
ready to be part of an East German Stasi-type operation by spying on
their neighbors and helping the government oppress whomever it
wishes. It appears that if President Trump wanted his very loyal
supporters to betray whomever he wanted to persecute he would not
have to order it. He would only have to ask, or, more likely, merely
suggest it.

Refusing to Accept a 2020 Defeat. Much has been written about
the possibility of Trump refusing to accept a loss in 2020. For that
reason, we raised the issue in our survey, inquiring about a
nightmare scenario that we hope never materializes but which we
address further in chapter 12. We asked, “If Donald Trump is
defeated in November 2020, (should he) continue to be president if
he declares the election was fixed and crooked?” Trump’s opponents
answered with one voice: “No!” But Trump’s supporters proved less
likely to side with the Constitution. Only two-thirds of them said no.
Fourteen percent outright agreed Trump should declare the election
null and void, if he wished, and 19 percent said they were unsure. We



believe that Trump could get strong support from his base to stay in
power, even if he made even an obviously false claim of electoral
wrongdoing.9

Ignoring the Constitution. Giving oneself another term in office
after losing the election would clearly violate the Constitution and
end American democracy. Another item on the survey bluntly posed
the issue of overthrowing the legal foundation of our country. It read:
“The U.S. Constitution gets in the way of things too much nowadays
and should just be ignored when it interferes with taking action on
some issue.” Based on previous studies on abolishing the Bill of
Rights and solid support of Trump when he did try to violate the
Constitution, we expected many of Trump’s supporters might agree
with this. Fortunately, we were wrong. Virtually everyone in the
survey sample disagreed with this sentiment, including 96 percent of
Trump supporters. So, on this we misjudged Trump’s base. But it
may just be a case of compartmentalized thinking. In Box A, one
finds, “The Constitution must always be followed.” But in Box B
dwells, “The Constitution can be ignored if that gets you something
you really want.” We do know that authoritarian followers’ thinking
is highly compartmentalized and rife with contradictory principles,
and they will believe whatever is convenient at the moment. So, we
may not be as wrong as we hope we are.

A Trump Self-Pardon. As you would expect, 96 percent of those
who have a negative view of Trump’s presidency said he could not
pardon himself. But most of Trump’s supporters said either they
were neutral on the issue (32 percent), or that Trump could pardon
himself (24 percent). Since that would permanently place him above
the law, we can again wonder how many of Trump’s supporters really
believe the Constitution must be inviolate.

News Sources Preferred by Trump Supporters. We asked our
sample to indicate which news source they relied on most from more
than thirty possibilities. Forty-six percent of Trump’s supporters said
it was Fox News, and in second place came One America News at a
meager 5 percent. Rupert Murdoch’s news network is undoubtedly
the loudest voice in the echo chamber that tells Trump’s followers



almost everything he does is right. Trump’s opponents do not have
such a dominant influence: 22 percent favored MSNBC, 16 percent
relied on CNN, and 13 percent followed the news on NPR.

Where the Independents Stand. The American electorate divides
itself into three groups of roughly equal size: Democrats,
Republicans, and self-described independents. Unless one of the
parties stumbles badly in getting its vote out, independents who go to
the polls in 2020 will decide who becomes president, as they did in
2016. In our sample of 990 registered voters, 349 said they were
independents. As pollsters often do, we asked them if they leaned
more Democrat, more Republican, or neither. A third of them (115)
leaned to the left, more (146) leaned to the right, and only 88 said
they were straight-up-and-down Independents. The leaners turned
out to be almost indistinguishable from those who identified with
their preferred party. For example, 98 percent of the left-leaners
disapproved of Trump’s performance as president, and 95 percent of
those disapproved of him strongly. Eighty-four percent of those who
leaned Republican approved of Trump, with 67 percent strongly.
These match closely the responses of the out-and-out Democrats and
Republicans. It therefore seems to us that most people who call
themselves independents are significantly attached to the Democrats
or the Republicans but prefer to be disassociated for various reasons.
Pollsters who combine Democrats with “Lean Democrat” in making
their predictions and Republicans with “Lean GOP” seem to be well
justified, as they doubtless know from experience.

Figure 5 shows the mean prejudice scores among the white
respondents broken down by political party preference, including the
differentiation among independents.10 You will notice that
Republicans outnumber Democrats; again, that is because
Republicans were oversampled. You will also notice that non-leaning
independent-registered voters amount to only a small fraction of the
sample. Although small in number, true independents can determine
who wins a close election, and their presidential choice is probably
more moveable than anybody else’s. They likely constitute a sizable
chunk of the undecided voters who lead pollsters to an early grave



because they make up their minds on election day. And to the extent
that the TV ads, et cetera, that we all get sick of during a campaign
are intended to persuade voters, they are targeting this small group
of straight-up-and-down independents. (Their level of prejudice
places them closer to the Republicans than to the Democrats, but
remember we oversampled Trump supporters.)

Figure 5. Average Prejudice Scores of Democrats, Independents,
and Republicans

(White Respondents 0nly; N=777)

Comparison with the New Jersey Pilot Study. As we mentioned at
the beginning of this chapter, the Monmouth University Polling
Institute ran an online pilot study of our survey for us in May 2019
using a sample of 478 New Jersey adults who had participated in an
earlier poll for them. The Institute was chiefly testing whether our
questions could be asked in an internet setting or if we would get lots
of non-responses, skipped scales, and sloppy answering when there
was not a human being on the other end of the line recording the
responses and available for clarification. The test run, obviously, said
“Go ahead. This works very well.” Because the May and autumn
survey instruments were very similar, we can determine the extent to
which the first one “replicated” the second. The overall answer was:



“Very strongly.” The scales had the same head-banging psychometric
properties that showed up in the fall, extremely strong correlations
fell in our laps, our expectations about the importance of various
factors proved way too understated, a large number of Double Highs,
nearly all of them Republicans, turned up as it would later, and so
on.
Long-Term Confirmations. The data collected for us by Monmouth
confirms and greatly extends the RWA Scale findings of the
Libertarian Party quota sample of American adults conducted in
200511, as it does previous results with the Social Dominance Scale,
as it does the large survey of legislators in nearly all of the states in
the United States reported in chapter 9, as it does some forty years of
research using diverse samples from Manitoba to Moscow. One got
used to trudging through thoroughgoing consistency over the years,
but nothing approaches the power to measure and the clarity (and
simplicity) of explanation found in these latest results. Without
exception, this nationwide study confirmed every previous finding
put to the test, usually with bust-a-gut, ffff exuberance.12 We also
had some expectations about what would happen when we sailed
into previously unexplored waters, and these too were usually
supported. Still, other hunches have not been put to the real test yet
(such as whether high RWAs will back up Trump if he loses the 2020
election and tries to stay in office). We did hypothesize that low
RWAs would be better informed than high RWAs about the Ukraine
scandal, and that proved wrong.13 But if all one’s predictions about
the future turn out to be correct, you probably have not ventured
very far or been very imaginative.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

TRUMP’S AUTHORITARIAN ENABLERS

Donald Trump has led an enabled life.*1 We noted it started with his
father Fred, who gave him millions of dollars, bequeathing it faster
than Donald could lose it. While Donald takes credit for all his real
estate successes, when examined closely there was always someone
like a Roy Cohn working behind the scenes getting (or finagling) the
tax break or piece of property or solving the union problem that
made them happen. It was Mark Burnett who came along after
Trump’s career-ending string of bankruptcies and created The
Apprentice, reviving Donald’s fading persona into the image of the
wildly successful New York real estate mogul that he was not,
allowing him to flush out his authoritarian nature for reality
television. Successfully playing an authoritarian personality on
television appears to have made it easy for Trump to make it his
public personality as well. His former enabler and fixer, the attorney
who took care of nasty problems (like mistresses who might talk),
Michael Cohen, explained under oath to the U.S. Congress that
Trump had become the worst version of himself, and reported the
reason Trump sought the presidency:

Donald Trump is a man who ran for office to make his brand great, not to
make our country great. He had no desire or intention to lead this nation –
only to market himself and to build his wealth and power. Mr. Trump would
often say this campaign was going to be the “greatest infomercial in political
history.” He never expected to win the primary. He never expected to win the
general election. The campaign – for him – was always a marketing
opportunity.1



When Trump decide to run, he had no staff capable of mounting a
national presidential campaign. All who knew him figured the
undertaking would be nothing but a publicity foray. Trump himself
appears to have viewed the race as a no-lose situation, where if he
lost the race, he would have spread the word about the Trump brand,
but if he happened to win, he would only enhance his brand further
as president of the United States. Donald being all about Donald,
always overestimating his talents, he thought it would be easy to be
president, if that happened. The idea of preparing to be president, or
surrounding himself with knowledgeable people, never occurred to
him. It seems no one told him that most presidential candidates are
building their future presidency with their campaign team, most of
whom simply moved on to the White House if they win.

ENABLING THE 2016 PRESIDENTIAL RACE
The remarkable aspect of Trump’s presidential campaign, given the
fact he won, was the people he attracted to join his undertaking, his
early political enablers. To say that his campaign team was third-rate
would be a vast overstatement of their qualifications. It was a
collection of oddballs and misfits. All of the qualified people had
gone to work for the sixteen candidates Trump would face in the
Republican primaries.*2 As these Republican candidates dropped out
of the race, many because they were defeated by Trump, none of the
campaign professionals associated with these campaigns had any
interest in going to work from Trump for two reasons: First, Trump
did not reach out to any of them because he did not believe they
could be loyal to him and loyalty is his only hiring criteria.2 Secondly,
professionals were not interested in working for Trump because the
word had gone out that they would forever be blacklisted by other
Republicans if they worked for Trump, so it was a career-ending
move if he lost.3

Trump turned to his two trusted political advisers, men with
whom he had a long association. Trump had worked with Roger
Stone since 1980 and David Bossie since 2010. Both Stone and



Bossie were well known in political circles as bottom-dwelling
political creatures, the worst among the we-play-dirty types. Stone
and Bossie were not associated with each other; rather, each had
separate relationships with Trump. With a political team which
began with Stone and Bossie, Trump telegraphed to the political
world he would not be playing by Queensberry Rules.

Roger Stone is a consummate sycophant, something of a dandy in
dress, and like Trump he wears a face bronzer. He is a self-
proclaimed “political dirty trickster,” who at nineteen years of age
volunteered in 1972 to do dirty tricks for Nixon’s Committee to Re-
elect the President and would later work for Nixon after he had
resigned from office. Roger wears a tattoo of Nixon between his
shoulder blades on his back.4 Roger joined his college friend Paul
Manafort to form a lobbying firm, which worked for many less-than-
respectable clients. In recent years, Roger has morphed into a
huckster for conspiracy theories, selling ghost-written books to the
fools who buy them. His most recent distinction is his conviction for
federal felonies of lying to Congress about the Trump campaign’s
connections with WikiLeaks and threatening to kill another witness
for telling the truth, for which he was convicted for lying to, and
obstruction of, Congress. At present, Trump has tweeted – in a
conspicuously corrupt and criminal fashion if he actually does it –
assurances to Stone that he will not go to prison.5

Trump’s other early political adviser, David Bossie, is a college
dropout and a former volunteer fireman, who became notorious as
the pit bull of the “vast right-wing conspiracy” that sought to destroy
the Clinton presidency, a label which Bossie embraces.6 Bossie was
so over-the-top in his investigation of the Clintons (for example, he
doctored evidence) it resulted in his being fired by Speaker Newt
Gingrich as a congressional investigator. After his short-lived career
with Congress, Bossie went to work as an intern at the uber-
conservative Citizens United,*3 producing dubious documentary
films about the Clintons and others, all protected by the First
Amendment. His ruthlessness took him to the top of Citizens United,
where as the organization’s president he has played hardball



conservative-based politics for decades. Bossie met Trump in 2010
through Las Vegas casino mogul Steve Wynn, who had supported a
charity Bossie started for a children’s hospital in Washington, DC
after his son survived infant heart and brain surgeries. Trump, who
aided the Bossie’s charity, discovered that Bossie knew his way
around Washington. They did not have serious political
conversations until June 2011, when Mitt Romney announced he was
running for the GOP nomination in 2012. Trump thought Romney a
terrible potential candidate. “Do you want to run?” Bossie asked
Trump, and when Donald hedged, Bossie volunteered to do some
unofficial exploration and run a poll. With The Apprentice in its
tenth season, the poll revealed Trump’s name recognition was “off
the charts,” voters thought more highly of Trump as a businessman
than they did Romney, and the poll showed Trump defeating
Romney in several head-to-head contests. But there was a big
negative: Voters did not believe he would run. Bossie claims his 2011
polling “was perhaps the first documented evidence that Donald J.
Trump would be a formidable candidate.”7 In the end, Trump
endorsed Romney in 2012. By 2014, Bossie and Trump had
developed a relatively close relationship. Part of Bossie’s business
was setting up gatherings for conservatives around the country, and
he was planning his first Freedom Summit in New Hampshire, in
2014. To assist with this event he turned to Corey Lewandowski, a
fellow he met on Capitol Hill who was then based in New Hampshire.
David and Corey attracted several big names to the New Hampshire
Freedom Summit, including former House Speaker Newt Gingrich,
Governor Mike Huckabee, Senators Ted Cruz, Rand Paul, and Kelly
Ayotte along with a few other GOP luminaries. But the surprise
celebrity for the packed conference (roughly a thousand paying fans
attending) was Donald Trump, the reality TV star, who walked on
stage to Frank Sinatra’s “New York, New York.” Speaking
extemporaneously, Trump ranted about trade and the economy,
which got little reaction from the crowd. What did catch the crowd’s
attention was his xenophobic attacks on immigrants, with his biggest
applause line coming with a call for “border fencing,” (he had not yet



stumbled into his wall), followed by a half-serious, half-absurd eight-
minute riff on why politicians should not be allowed to use
teleprompters.

Roger Stone became a paid political consultant for Trump in 2015,
when Donald realized if he was going to run for president he needed
a campaign team. Trump also hired one of Stone’s associates, Sam
Nunberg. They were looking in earnest for a person qualified to run
Trump’s presidential race. We will never know how many feelers and
inquiries they put out looking for an experienced campaign manager,
but no qualified person wanted the job. Trump was also talking to
Bossie about a campaign manager for the 2016 race. Bossie would
later write there were two problems in finding an experienced
professional: “Few would be willing to take a chance on something
that might dry up in a few weeks or months,” and the person had to
be “the right personality to work with Trump.” Bossie added, he
“knew [Trump] could be abrasive, to say the least.” Plus, he
recognized that “Trump would not fit into a traditional campaign
strategy or get along with a traditional political handler. That’s when
Corey Lewandowski came to mind.”8 Bossie suggested Lewandowski
to Stone and Nunberg. Neither knew him but checked him out and
found him suitable.

Lewandowski spent his hardscrabble youth in Lowell,
Massachusetts, and after two tries graduated cum laude in 1995 from
the University of Massachusetts, Lowell, with a BA in political
science. After graduation he worked in Washington, DC as an aide
for Massachusetts Republican Congressman Peter G. Torkildsen,
while doing graduate work in political science at American
University in Washington, DC. Torkildsen, a conservative, was voted
out in 1997 and Lewandowski went to work for Ohio Republican
Congressman Bob Ney, where he worked from December 1997 until
February 2001. Ney would later plead guilty and be sentenced to
thirty months in prison for being a beneficiary of Jack Abramoff’s
scandalous lobbying (read: bribery), which occurred while
Lewandowski worked for Ney. The facts of the Ney case suggest that
Lewandowski learned how to avoid getting in personal trouble while



working for a corrupt politician and remaining on their good side in
the process – a skill that would later help him with Donald Trump.9
Lewandowski went to work for the Koch brothers-funded advocacy
group Americans for Prosperity, which is where Sam Nunberg found
him, when Trump wanted to meet him. Corey and Sam arranged to
meet at the Starbucks in the atrium of Trump Towers. While
Nunberg vaped during the elevator ride to the twenty-fourth floor, he
explained how he had recently been fired and rehired by Trump.
Corey was ushered into Trump’s office. Corey found the experience
surreal, “like something out of the opening of The Apprentice,” he
later recounted.10 After Trump finished his call he immediately
launched into the fact he had “the greatest air force in the world, I’ve
got a 757, I’ve got a Citation X, and I’ve got three helicopters.” The
unprovoked bragging continued with all the houses he owed, plus
“seventeen golf courses.” Lewandowski had no idea why Trump was
telling him all this, but we do. It is Trump’s deep insecurity and need
to impress and dominate everyone he meets, as in, “Hi. I’m Donald
Trump. How many planes you got?” Corey was hired, with Nunberg
telling Corey it happened because “Roger Stone said you could.”11 So
Trump’s initial campaign team consisted of Sam Nunberg, Roger
Stone and Corey Lewandowski, with David Bossie offering occasional
advice.

Corey decided to only offer advice to Trump when specifically
sought and otherwise: “Let Trump Be Trump.” After Trump’s rocky
performance during the first Republican debate, run by Fox News on
August 6, 2015, both Nunberg and Stone were gone from the
campaign. They had “prepared” him. Lewandowski became a one-
man show and did a remarkable job as a rookie of getting Trump to
the best venues at the right time. Trump’s celebrity and unorthodoxy
attracted outsized news media coverage, so media was not a concern.
Lewandowski knew what had to be done to get him in the game,
getting him on the ballots and establishing local offices when
necessary, and he did it. Trump came in second in Iowa and went on
to win New Hampshire and South Carolina. By mid-March, the only
GOP candidates in play were Trump, Texas Senator Ted Cruz, and



Ohio Governor John Kasich. Trump was on his way to win the
nomination, and Lewandowski had done all heavy lifting.

Paul Manafort, who lived in Trump Tower, had been watching
Trump bumble and fumble his way to the front of the pack, and saw
an opportunity – a candidate who could win the presidency, with
Manafort getting credit for taking him across the finishing line.
Manafort made his move in March 2016, which Lewandowski
learned when Trump asked him to set up a meeting with Manafort.
Corey had heard the name, but he did not know Manafort, only that
he had been a partner in a once hot Washington lobbying firm with
Roger Stone. Corey knew Manafort had not been active in
presidential campaigns in decades. For Manafort, Trump was a
potential godsend. By February 2016, when Manafort realized that
Trump was a viable candidate, he went to Trump’s long-time friend
Thomas Barrack Jr., the head of Colony Capital, a multi-billion dollar
hedge fund based in California, to sell Barrack on going to his friend
Donald Trump and telling him he needed a seasoned professional
like Manafort to get him the GOP nomination, and then for winning
the general election. Manafort certainly did not tell Barrack the
financial mess he was in and why he was willing to work for free for
Trump.*4 More remarkable is that Barrack, without checking, passed
along the request to meet with Trump, for Paul Manafort had
baggage bulging with dirty laundry, including an active FBI
investigation that had started in 2014. Anyone in the Washington
GOP political establishment could have told Trump that Manafort
was a disaster waiting to happen, but Trump was attacking the GOP
establishment as incompetent fools, so they merely watched him as
bemused spectators. None believed Trump would ever become
president of the United States.

Those who knew Manafort knew he was in dire condition, and so
were surprised when he stepped into the limelight of Trump’s
campaign. In the 1980s and 1990s Manafort’s lobbying clients were
those no one else would represent. By 2004 Manafort was
representing Oleg Deripaska, a Russian oligarch, and Viktor
Yanukovych, who was seeking the presidency in Ukraine through his



Party of Regions. Manafort became deeply involved with Deripaska
and Yanukovych, both personas non grata in the United States. It is
not known how much money Manafort made or stole from these
people, employing offshore shell companies and numbered bank
accounts, but it is known it was multi-millions. When Manafort
joined the Trump campaign, Lewandowski quickly realized Manafort
was a leaker, and “he knew that the addition of Manafort to the
[Trump campaign] team was not going to turn out well. Especially
for him.”12 Corey was correct, and within weeks Manafort was taking
over the campaign from the rookie who had positioned Trump to win
the nomination. Manafort’s method was to befriend Trump’s kids,
who had largely been spectators on the sidelines. Manafort
convinced them their father could win with a professional like him
running to campaign. On June 20, 2016 Trump’s son, Don Jr., fired
Corey, who was not told why, although he knew Manafort had
formed an alliance with the kids. Corey Lewandowski, even when
fired, remained loyal. He found Donald Trump to be a figure he
greatly admired, and as campaign manager, and after, he remained
submissive to Trump, aggressive on Trump’s behalf, and got on with
his otherwise conventional life. Corey hit all the touchstones of a
high RWA.

Paul Manafort, who was out for only Paul Manafort, made a fatal
error. While Manafort was turning the knife in Corey’s back, falsely
telling reporters that Corey had stolen money from the Trump
campaign—which was not possible—he began telling television
producers that he, Manafort, would go on television while Trump
would stay quiet. When Trump learned of Manafort’s action it was
like a starving man being told he would never again eat. Trump
exploded, verbally eviscerating Manafort, and never trusting his
judgement thereafter.13 The last straw for Manafort with the
campaign followed a New York Times story on August 13, 2016,
reporting that the adults in Trump campaign were trying to get
Donald to act more presidential.14 It appeared a conspicuous leak
from Manafort and clearly the effort failed. Trump was down double
digits to Hillary in the polling and there were only eighty-six days to



Election Day. Trump’s campaign was falling apart. But as so often
happens in Donald’s live, a new enabler came to his rescue, resulting
in a pivot point for his campaign.

The definitive history of Trump’s 2016 presidential campaign
cannot be written without understanding the significant role of the
little-known players who had great influence – billionaire Robert
Mercer and his daughter Rebekah. But getting the full story will be
difficult because Robert Mercer is a reclusive figure. Indeed, because
Trump won, it resulted in media attention being focused on Mercer
and his daughter, so he has withdrawn some of his financial support
from conservative Republican causes.15 Initially, the Mercers
supported Trump’s chief rival, Texas Senator Ted Cruz. When Cruz
dropped out and Trump won the nomination in July 2016, the
billionaire turned his attention to Trump; not because he was
enamored of Trump, but because he was motivated to defeat Hillary
Clinton. Mercer and his daughter were much like others who turned
to Trump only slowly, but soon forgetting what they disliked about
him. Notwithstanding Mercer’s brilliance as a mathematician and
computer engineer, a man who developed stock trading algorithms
that made him (and others) billions, he believes in many conspiracy
theories, particularly about Hillary, along with other extreme
libertarian ideas.16 While supporting Cruz, the Mercers had
assembled the rudiments of the kind of organizations needed to win
the general election, namely Steve Bannon, Kellyanne Conway, and
Cambridge Analytica. The Mercer money and team were sitting on
the sidelines when Trump’s struggling campaign was collapsing in
mid-August at the outset of the general election contest.

By August 14, 2016, the rumors of Paul Manafort’s nefarious past
surfaced on the front page of the New York Times, which published
information about an off-the-books ledger showing Manafort had
received $12.7 million in illegal and undisclosed cash payments from
a pro-Russian political party in Ukraine. Trump’s reaction was on the
mark: “I’ve got a crook running my campaign.”17 Moving behind the
scenes were Bob Mercer and daughter Rebekah. Rebekah spoke to
Steven Bannon, who was running the Breitbart news platform for the



Mercers and was also on the board of directors of Cambridge
Analytica, which the Mercer money funded. Earlier Bannon had told
Rebekah that Trump would win the nomination and could win the
presidency, but “the way Manafort was running the campaign
sickened him.”18 Bannon had watched Manafort on Meet the Press
wearing a yachting outfit, being interviewed from Southampton, New
York, which he told Rebekah were all wrong signals for Trump’s
“populist, nationalist” campaign. Rebekah told Bannon major GOP
donors were going to jump ship, Senator Majority Leader Mitch
McConnell was going to focus on the Senate and walk from Trump,
and GOP Super PAC money was going to be redirected down-ballot.
Bannon told Rebekah he thought he could help, however.

Minutes later, Rebekah’s father, the silent Mercer, was on the
phone with Bannon, listening to his ideas: make Kellyanne Conway
campaign manager, put her on television as the face of the campaign,
and put Bannon in charge of the day-to-day operations. They would
rely on the Cambridge Analytica data and bring in David Bossie, who
Mercer knew for he had contributed to Citizen United – Bossie knew
more about Hillary Clinton’s life than Hillary Clinton knew. Trump,
who realized his campaign was falling apart, agreed to meet with the
Mercers at an event on Long Island. Not surprisingly, Trump loved
the plan: he was drowning and had just been tossed a lifeline. He
only wanted to add Roger Ailes as an adviser. Ailes had just been
fired from Fox News, the organization he created, for sexually
harassing women, behavior that has never been offensive to Donald
Trump. Plus, no one could deny that Ailes was a political genius,
having once helped Richard Nixon get elected and re-elected. Trump
announced his campaign shakeup on August 17, 2016.19 He did not
fire Manafort, he simply restructured his campaign without him. On
August 19, 2016 Manafort, realizing he was irrelevant and in legal
trouble, announced his resignation from the campaign. (Manafort
also tried unsuccessfully to get a $5 million advertising buy before he
departed, which in hindsight looks like he wanted to pocket some
severance pay, but it did not work.) Trump’s statement was blunt:
“This morning Paul Manafort offered, and I accepted, his resignation



from the campaign.” Trump said in the statement, “I am very
appreciative for his great work in helping to get us where we are
today, and…I wish him the greatest success.”20

Thanks to the Mercers, Trump had saved his foundering
campaign. Trump understood there was no Republican Party
establishment he could turn to, for he had attacked what did exist.
Soon he would discover that with Bannon and Ailes, he had a direct
pipeline to the authoritarian voters most interested in his campaign,
the readers of Breitbart News and the viewers of Fox News. Both
Bannon and Kellyanne were of the “Let Trump Be Trump” school of
campaigning, realizing that his demagogic and authoritarian style
was key to his appeal, and Bannon loved his populist message. Both
Bannon and Kellyanne knew the importance of data, Bannon as a
board member of Cambridge Analytica and Kellyanne as a veteran of
the polling business. They knew how to use the information
Cambridge Analytica was providing, and to develop a campaign
strategy that would give their candidate a win in the Electoral
College.21 None of these people held Donald Trump in any esteem
whatsoever, for they knew he was a fool with no grasp of how to lead
anyone anywhere; rather, they were fixated on Hillary Clinton not
becoming president of the United States, for she could lead in a
fashion they did not want. Mercer and Bannon are ideologues,
radicals who want to keep white elites like themselves in control,
with power.

Unwittingly Trump had assembled a campaign team that provided
media and messaging links to the authoritarian base of the
Republican Party plus independent voters with such leanings. He
had not planned it, but once they stumbled into his voters, they
recognized them. But Trump’s staffing was a fluke, a gift from the
Mercers, as his entire campaign was a series of flukes: the drip, drip,
drip of Hillary’s emails in October,22 the Russian intervention on his
behalf,23 and Comey’s public flip-flopping, all of which damaged
Hillary Clinton’s campaign.24 All gifts, all flukes. But most
importantly, Trump stumbled into a base of support which was far
wider and deeper than he suspected when he started, and with which



he could do no wrong. In Chapters 5 through 10 we have explained
why his base was not troubled by his troubling past, so they sent him
to the White House where he would enjoy the same immunity from
his base. Trump did not find these authoritarian followers, they
found him, and put him in the White House, and with time he had
found a core cadre of enablers who have facilitated his presidency,
and his effort to get reelected.

ALL THE PRESIDENT’S ENABLERS
When Trump arrived in the White House on January 20, 2017, he
did not hire a seasoned White House staff. We pass over Trump
hiring his daughter and son-in-law as senior White House aides,
notwithstanding their having no knowledge or experience
whatsoever in the workings of the federal government. To
understand this relationship it is only necessary to be familiar with
the dynamics of a mafia-like family, as portrayed in the “Godfather”
films. Trump is clearly comfortable with his family for he controls
them. He is conspicuously uncomfortable with people who know
more about being president of the United States than he does. This
means Trump is intimidated by all types of people most presidents
would hire. In spite of himself, initially he did call on some able and
qualified people to work in his White House and Cabinet, but the
turnover at the top has been extraordinary, the highest turnover of
any modern presidency, according to the nonpartisan Brookings
Institute.25 It is spinning turnstile-type turnover, fast enough to
amaze even veteran observers. “It’s historic, it’s unprecedented, it’s
off the charts,” said the author of the non-partisan Brookings
Institute study, who told NBC News, “I’ve never seen this kind of
turnover before.” In just thirty-two months, Trump’s rate of change
surpassed “all of his predecessors who served four-year terms.” Thus,
even when Trump has been able to get good people he has been
unable to keep them.26

If you do not play by Trump’s rules, or lack thereof, and if you are
not a totally subservient follower, he does not want you on his team.



Thus, the high turnover at the top. Given this turnover it is not
surprising that former appointees have openly leaked information
about Trump to journalists and writers, so we have a good
understanding of the constant chaos and disruptive processes that
have dominated Trump’s presidency. But it is not just turnover at the
top that has made the Trump administration less than competent. It
is also Trump’s refusal to fill many mid-level appointees, often
relying on an “acting” official to run the operations across the
government, or simply leaving it vacant, and removing offices and
operations he believes non-essential. So abnormal is Trump’s refusal
to fill key posts, including Cabinet secretaries, their deputy and
assistants, general counsels, agency heads, and ambassadorships,
that the Washington Post, along with the non-profit Partnership for
Public Service, began tracking some 700 key positions.27

Of much greater interest are those who have pledged allegiance to
President Trump, those who have emerged over the first thousand
plus days of his presidency to be his key enablers, and without whom
his presidency would have collapsed long ago. Lest there be any
doubt about whom we are talking allow us to name names of the
heavies, because they typify the president’s enablers throughout the
Executive Branch: Vice President Mike Pence, Secretary of State
Mike Pompeo, and Attorney General William Barr. Note, none of
these men were enamored with candidate Trump. Indiana Governor
Mike Pence had been openly critical of Trump’s call to ban Muslims,
declaring it “offensive and unconstitutional.”28 But the moment he
because Trump’s potential pick for vice president, he banished his
negative thoughts. Kansas Congressman Mike Pompeo supported
Marco Rubio’s presidential campaign and actively tried to block
Trump from prevailing in the 2016 GOP primaries. Pompeo told the
Kansas caucus-goers Trump would be “an authoritarian President
who ignored our Constitution,” suggesting Trump would order
American soldiers “to do things that are inconsistent with our
Constitution.” Pompeo warned: “It’s time to turn down the lights on
the circus,” calling Trump a “kook” and a “cancer.”29 According to
news reports, Bill Barr turned down Donald Trump’s efforts to hire



him as a defense attorney on two occasions, before later openly
seeking to become attorney general, a post he held under President
George H. W. Bush.30 Ironically, what these three leading Trump
enablers have in common is that they all are hard-right religious
conservatives. As Trump entered the final year of his first term as
president, Mike Pence, Mike Pompeo, and Bill Barr have become his
go-to guys.

At the time of his selection, Governor Mike Pence was facing a
difficult reelection contest in Indiana so the opportunity to become
vice president of the United States placed his life in an entirely
different dimension. Trump was interested in Pence because his
campaign manager Paul Manafort explained that Pence was free of
scandal, he could bring essential evangelical voters, along with the
rust belt voters – all necessary for Trump to win. Trump type-casts
all his appointees (how will they look on television) and the gray-
haired Pence looked like a vice president. Trump discovered that
Pence is a natural-born groveler, always a smooth sycophant,
because Mike believes God has a greater plan for him.31 Mike
Pompeo, who had graduated at the top of his class at West Point, and
later Harvard Law, was a failed businessman, who had then served
three terms as a Kansas Congressman nobody had ever heard of
before Trump selected him, at the suggestion of Mike Pence, to head
the CIA, and later as secretary of state. Both Mikes got their jobs
using Hoover-vacuum-level sucking-up to Trump. Pence is
conspicuous and public, he panders like a puppy who has fallen in
love. Pompeo operates behind closed doors, where one official who
observed Pompeo with Trump reports he is “among the most
sycophantic and obsequious people around Trump,” or more
pointedly, “He’s like a heat-seeking missile for Trump’s ass.”32

Notwithstanding turning Trump down as a client, on June 8, 2018
Bill Barr sent an unusual memo to the leadership of the Justice
Department, outlining his unsolicited analysis of the Mueller inquiry
based on uninformed assumption and made-up facts.33 It was a
conspicuous audition by a former attorney general (who held the
post from 1991 to 1993) who wanted to be attorney general again,



and he was telling Trump he would not let Special Counsel Mueller
nail him for obstruction of justice.34

The motives of Pence and Pompeo in becoming Trump’s top
sycophants is at one level obvious. Both men have big-time political
ambitious – they see themselves as future presidents of the United
States – yet neither man can succeed on their own, so by becoming
Donald’s courtiers, they are looking for a chance to propel
themselves onward and upward. That is the best-case scenario, for
there appears to be more going on with Pence and Pompeo than
meets the eye. They are operating on another level which can be
easily overlooked. Pence may have recommended Pompeo because
both men are deeply devout evangelicals. Pence wears his religiosity
in his unctuous manner, not to mention his openly pious behavior
(e.g., he refuses to eat alone with women not his wife or attend
events with alcohol unless his wife is present).35 Pompeo sends his
message by leaving a open Bible on his desk, with a Swiss Army knife
marking the end of the Book on Queen Esther.36 Pompeo told a New
York Times reporter that the Bible informs everything he does.37 And
he says “it’s possible that God raised up Trump as a modern Queen
Esther, the Biblical figure who convinced the King of Persia to spare
the Jewish people.”38 Whoa, just a minute. This is “End Times” talk
for Christian fundamentalists, meaning “the Rapture” is not far
behind. Without getting all theological about it and broadly stated,
the Rapture in Christian teachings holds that both living and dead
believers will ascend into heaven to meet Jesus Christ at the Second
Coming. For evangelicals, the Rapture will be preceded by a horrific
war in the Middle East (e.g. Iran attacking Israel), which they do not
encourage but certainly do not fear. Hold this thought about End
Times.

Bill Barr does not appear interested in higher office, but it is not
difficult to discern why he wanted to return to the post of Attorney
General of the United States, one of the most powerful of the cabinet
offices.39 If you look closely at Bill Barr you will find a committed
Republican partisan, a deep believer in maximum presidential power
(for Republican presidents, anyway), and an unpretentious religious



zealot. Given Barr’s thinking, it is not difficult to believe that he
realized Donald Trump was, in fact, the weakest man to ever become
a modern president: a blank slate with no understanding of the
office, a person with authoritarian instincts who could be easily
manipulated with flattery and from whom Barr could gain eternal
gratitude by keeping him in office, notwithstanding his propensity
and disposition to engage in criminal behavior. Surely it occurred to
Barr that he could gain Trump’s eternal gratitude by being his Roy
Cohn. In doing so, Barr could accomplish his own goals of expanding
presidential powers, assist the Senate Republicans in packing the
federal judiciary with conservative judges, and use the Department
of Justice to reshape religion in American.
Let us look closer. Katherine Stewart and Caroline Fredrickson write
that “no understanding of William Barr can be complete without
taking into account his views of the role of religion in society.” More
specifically, they report:

Mr. Barr has embraced wholesale the “religious liberty” rhetoric of today’s
Christian nationalist movement. When religious nationalists invoke
“religious freedom,” it is typically code for religious privilege. The freedom
they have in mind is the freedom of people of certain conservative and
authoritarian varieties of religion to discriminate against those of whom they
disapprove or over whom they wish to exert power. This form of “religious
liberty” seeks to foment the sense of persecution and paranoia of a collection
of conservative religious groups that see themselves as on the cusp of losing
their rightful position of dominance over American culture.40

The journalist and historian Anne Applebaum, a scholar deeply
familiar with authoritarianism past and present, has published a
revealing analysis of these three Trump enablers. Ms. Applebaum
finds historical parallels for Trump’s Republican stalwarts. She calls
them “collaborators,” but not in the neutral or positive sense of the
word. Applebaum uses “collaborator” in the sense of “someone who
works with the enemy, with the occupying power, with the dictatorial
regime” – more akin to “collusion,” “complicity,” and “connivance.”
She explains this negative meaning gained currency during the
Second World War “to describe Europeans who cooperate with Nazi
occupiers.” She hastens to add: “The point is not to compare Trump



to Hitler or Stalin; the point is to compare the experiences of high-
ranking members of the American Republican Party, especially those
who work most closely with the White House, to the experiences” of
those who collaborated during WW I because they were “forced to
accept an alien ideology or a set of values that are in sharp conflict
with their own.”41 In elaborating on her essay on NPR, Ms.
Applebaum explains, “from the outset it was clear Trump was
bringing a very different ideology to the White House, a completely
different set of values, which bore no relation to anything that we’ve
known in American history for the last hundred years. He was
seeking to use the presidency for his own personal and political gain,
for his own psychological gain. He was seeking to game the system.”
And she added, “to go around bureaucracies, to have secret policies,
to deploy people throughout the system in order to undermine it.”42

When addressing her overriding question of “why have Republican
leaders abandoned their principles in support of an immoral and
dangerous president,” Ms. Applebaum found six historical rationales
employed by enablers of authoritarian regimes, which we
summarize: “We can use this moment to achieve great things,” using
an example of an unnamed Trump official who appears to have
convinced himself Trump is helping the Uighurs in China, when the
opposite is the case; “We can protect the country from the
president,” using Gary Cohn’s noisy departure and Anonymous’s
revealing accounts, plus former Defense Secretary James Mattis
(who had not yet spoken out); “I, personally, will benefit,” using
Secretary of Agriculture Sonny Perdue, who has refused to comply
with conflicts of interest laws and appears to be profiting from his
post; “LOL nothing matters,” referring to the many on Trump’s team
who are engaging in cynicism, nihilism, relativism, amorality, irony,
sarcasm, boredom, and amusement as their reasons for collaborating
although many come to mind; “I am afraid to speak out,” noting all
those who refused to testify when Trump instructed his aides not to
do so; and “My side might be flawed, but the political opposition is
much worse,” which was the rationale of the Vichy government in
Nazi-occupied France during WWII. The Vichy regime, Applebaum



explains, felt that the real enemy was not the Nazis but French
parliamentarians, socialists, anarchists, Jews, and other leftists and
democrats.43 With this rationale she focuses on Mike Pence, Mike
Pompeo, and Bill Barr – given their importance in Trump’s cabinet.
She notes: “All three are clever enough to understand what
Trumpism really means, that it has nothing to do with God or faith,
that it is self-serving, greedy, and unpatriotic.” A former insider told
Ms. Applebaum “that both Pence and Pompeo have convinced
themselves that they are in a biblical moment.” All of the things they
care about—outlawing abortion and same-sex marriage, and (though
this is never said out loud) maintaining a white majority in America
—are under threat. Time is growing short. They believe that “we are
approaching the Rapture, and this is a moment of deep religious
significance.” She notes that Barr, a conservative Catholic, believes
“militant secularists” are destroying America and that “irreligion and
secular values are being forced on people of faith.” She concludes:
“Whatever evil Trump does, whatever he damages or destroys, at
least he enables Barr, Pence, and Pompeo to save America from a far
worse fate. If you are convinced we are living in the End Times, then
anything the president does can be forgiven.”44

It is a thoughtful analysis, and history may prove her correct. Of
only one thing are we certain: Donald Trump has managed to
remove all checks on his behavior from his advisers. They all appear
afraid of him. Ms. Applebaum’s explanation is as good as we have
found, and there is no question that conservative Catholics and
evangelical Christians are present in unusually high numbers in his
cabinet and subcabinet posts.45 We do not, however, anticipate the
Rapture while Trump is president, but if he remains in the White
House for a second term it will be pure hell.

REPUBLICANS TOLERATE TRUMP’S OUTRAGEOUS
BEHAVIOR



Trump became president without any true legislative agenda, other
than to repeal Obamacare, which he was unable to do even when
Republicans controlled the Congress, thanks to Senator John
McCain, who was dying of brain cancer as he voted against Trump’s
effort to kill medical assistance to Americans. Congress did enact,
and Trump supported, the GOP’s long-simmering tax cut legislation,
because it benefitted those with wealth like Trump. In addition,
because it pleased his evangelical base, Trump has given Senate
Majority Leader Mitch McConnell free reign to select federal judges,
men and woman typically recommended by the Federal Society, the
uber-conservative breeding ground for judges and lawyers, which
has produced a remarkable number of unqualified candidates that
McConnell has forced the GOP Senate to approve, giving them
lifetime appointments. Thanks to McConnell, Trump is approaching
a record for judicial appointments in a four-year term, which could
exceed 200 judges.46 This is pure partisan court-packing and could
affect the federal judiciary for decades.*5 Trump, of course, takes
credit for the appointment of Supreme Court justices, and federal
judge, but he actually has little to do with the process.

Trump’s presidency, accurately described by Ms. Applebaum as
operating for “his own personal and political gain, for his own
psychological gain,” while toying with authoritarianism, has been
without objection of Republicans, save Utah Senator Mitt Romney.
Trump can literally do most anything without GOP criticism. Yet
these people were apoplectic when (seriously!) accusing President
Barack Obama of defiling his high office for wearing a tan suit and
later for occasionally tossing a football in the Oval Office. That’s
right: wearing a khaki-colored suit.47 And throwing a football in the
Oval was unacceptable conduct for an American president.48 This
prompted the New York Times editorial board to collect hundreds of
examples of Trump’s norm-busting conduct as president, which they
labelled the new Republican presidential etiquette. After three-plus
years there are literally thousands of these examples.49 We know
from Chapters 5 through 10 why Trump’s very unpresidential
behavior – even criminal conduct – does not bother Republicans.



In the mid-term election of 2018, American voters decidedly
rejected Trump’s behavior. American voters gave Democrats control
of House in 2018. (There were not sufficient Republican Senate seats
up in 2018 to turn control of the Senate to the Democrats.) The
House, once under the control of the Democrats—men and women
who are not submissive to Donald Trump—began addressing
Trump’s abuses of power. But in 2018 Democrats did not campaign
for Congress exclusively by running against Trump’s performance as
president, or his behavior that ranges between that of a juvenile
delinquent and a mafia boss; rather, they ran on issues like
Republican efforts to abolish the Affordable Care Act (Obamacare),
making healthcare the biggest issue, followed by criminal justice law
reforms, comprehensive immigration law reform, increases in the
minimum wage, and other bread and butter matters. Yet the exit
polls showed the election was very much a referendum on Donald
Trump. Nonetheless, future Democratic Speaker of the House of
Representatives Nancy Pelosi announced just before the big election
win, at a meeting with Democratic donors and strategists, that there
was a line she would not cross: “Attempting to impeach Mr. Trump,
she said, was not on the agenda.”50 Historically, such undertakings
had been a disaster.51 Speaker Pelosi understood that a bungled
impeachment could backfire.

The first half of Trump’s presidency had been dominated by
Special Counsel Robert Mueller’s investigation of the role Russia
played in the 2016 presidential campaign, along with the Trump
campaign’s connections with these Russian efforts to defeat Hillary
Clinton. The twenty-two-month special counsel investigation started
on May 17, 2017 and ended on March 22, 2019, when former FBI
Director Mueller sent his report to Attorney General William P. Barr.
Two days later, the wily Bill Barr sent a four-page letter to the
chairmen and ranking members of the House and Senate Judiciary
Committees, which have oversight of the Justice Department. The
letter, which Barr knew would leak, bent the facts in Mueller’s report
to make them favorable to Trump. Barr summarized the report as
finding no coordination between the Trump campaign and Russia,



but the attorney general also found no obstruction of justice. Not
surprisingly, Trump claimed total exoneration – “No collusion, no
obstruction” – and with the report unavailable no one was the wiser.
In fact, Attorney General Barr had perpetrated what a seasoned
federal judge, Reggie B. Walton, who was appointed to the bench by
President George W. Bush, later described as a “distorted” and
“misleading” account of Mueller’s finding in a Freedom of
Information Act lawsuit seeking to remove the redacted parts of the
report.52

Mueller’s Report raised the issue of impeachable behavior, based
on Trump’s abuses of power, not to mention Barr’s behavior in
twisting the information, and abusing his office as well. But Speaker
Pelosi quickly put the kibosh on talk of impeachment hearings before
the House Judiciary Committee, where the impeachment process
begins. On April 26, 2019, about a month after Attorney General
Barr exonerated Trump, author Dean had occasion to visit with
Speaker Pelosi at a small private event. Having been a commentator
for MSNBC during the Clinton impeachment debacle, author Dean
praised the Speaker’s wisdom of not allowing the impeachment
process to commence, given the thin although deeply troubling
findings of the Mueller Report, which Barr had largely blunted. But
author Dean was well into this project studying Donald Trump’s
behavior, along with that of his authoritarian followers, so he shared
with Speaker Pelosi his thinking: “Madam Speaker, Donald Trump is
a public version of the private Richard Nixon. These men are
authoritarian personalities. You can count on Trump engaging in
worse behavior than that Mueller reported, and that behavior may
call out for impeachment, which will be appropriate.” Author Dean
had no idea how prophetic his words would be, for at the very time
they were talking Donald Trump was already running a scheme with
former New York Mayor Rudy Giuliani to extort the newly elected
president of Ukraine to agree to announce a bogus investigation of
former Vice President Biden, and his son Hunter Biden, who had sat
on the board of directors of a Ukrainian company while his father
was vice president. (A bad decision by Hunter Biden, but there is not



a scintilla of evidence of any wrongdoing by Hunter or his father,
notwithstanding the appearance of a conflict of interest, which
should have been avoided.) In addition, Trump’s scheme also
included having Ukraine buy into a debunked conspiracy theory and
take blame for the Russian hacking/leaking interference in the 2016
presidential election in the United States, thus absolving Russia.
This, of course, would discredit the Mueller investigation. To force
the new Ukrainian president, Volodymyr Zelensky, to undertake
these actions, Trump was withholding a much sought-after meeting
at the White House by Zelensky and threatened to withhold $400
million in appropriated aide to Ukraine, a country at war with
Russia. We would soon learn Trump personally transmitted his
request to President Zelensky in a July 25, 2019 monitored telephone
call.

The Ukraine scandal jumped to the front of the news in mid-
August 2019 when a whistleblower complaint was filed with the
Inspector General (IG) for the intelligence community, in which the
anonymous complainant asserted: “In the course of my official
duties, I have received information from multiple U.S. Government
officials that the President of the United States is using the power of
his office to solicit interference from a foreign country in the 2020
U.S. election. This interference includes, among other things,
pressuring a foreign country to investigate one of the President’s
main domestic political rivals.”53 The IG investigated and found the
complaint accurate. Because such a complaint had never been filed
against a president of the United States, the IG went to the U.S.
Department of Justice for guidance, where they tried to kill the
complaint and prevent it from being sent to Congress as required by
law. The House Intelligence Committee got wind of what was
occurring, and subpoenaed the IG to testify, and the whistleblower’s
complaint was revealed. The focus of the complaint was the July 25,
2019 call by Trump to President Zelensky, trying to impose his
scheme to help win the 2020 election by getting Zelensky to do dirty
deeds in exchange for American assistance. It was also hinted that
much more than one telephone call was involved in implementing



the plot, because Trump referred to his personal attorney Rudy
Giuliani and Attorney General Bill Barr.

All presidents prepare transcripts of their conversations with
foreign heads of state by allowing select staff of the National Security
Council to listen and make notes of the call as it is taking place. (It is
possible the foreign government electronically records such calls,
and some presidents have recorded, while others use note takers.)
The note takers compare their notes after the call and prepare an
agreed upon transcript of the conversation. One or more of the
persons listening to the call obviously expressed their concern to the
person who later became the whistleblower (a person whose identity
remains anonymous, but he or she is believed to be an experienced
intelligence officer with the CIA). Given the fact there was a record of
the call there was instant Congressional and public clamor, which
forced Trump to release the White House transcript. On September
24, 2019 the president declassified the call.*6 Trump, who has
endlessly described this call as “perfect,” reveals his New York
wheeler-and-dealer disposition, for he has probably extorted and
bribed many folks on a regular basis, far more bluntly. Here,
however, he knew others were listening, so he is proud of the nuance
he employed in framing his actual message, which we would
paraphrase as, “If you don’t announce you’re investigating Hunter
and Joe Biden, not only are you never coming to the White House,
you won’t get another f**king penny from the United States.”

The July 25, 2019 call was a mafia-like shakedown by Trump to get
a foreign country to help with his reelection. If anyone other than the
President of the United States had made the call and it had become
public, they would have been arrested and indicted for soliciting a
foreign contribution (52 USC 30121 and 18 USC 3571), bribery (18
USC 201), extortion (18 USC 1951), possibly obstruction of justice (18
USC 1503), and conspiracy (18 USC 371).54 The transcript of Trump’s
telephone conversation is about as conspicuously corrupt as anyone
has ever seen by an American president. It is way beyond Nixon-level
behavior, who we know from his secret recordings always had others
do this sort of thing for him, so he would have deniability. Trump’s



conversation represented precisely the kind of self-interested corrupt
behavior the nation’s founders had in mind when they added the
provisions for impeachment and removal.55

First privately, then publicly, Speaker Pelosi saw Trump’s scheme
for what it was, a plan to use his presidential powers to “cheat” to
win reelection, by illegally withholding foreign aid already
appropriated by Congress, along with withholding a meeting sought
by President Zelensky at the White House to show the Russians that
he had the backing of the United States. All of this was intended to
tilt the 2020 contest in Trump’s favor by creating a bogus
investigation against his most likely opponent Joe Biden, and
legitimizing a debunked conspiracy theory that it was Ukraine not
Russia that helped Trump win his last election. Plainly, Trump was
using the powers of the presidency corruptly. He was abusing power
entrusted to him, and by cheating in an election, doing injury to
society and the election processes. Because the Justice Department
had passed on any investigation of the whistleblower’s charges,
Speaker Pelosi turned to the House Intelligence Committee, which
had jurisdiction over the matter, and whose chairman, Adam Schiff,
had the skills to undertake such a preliminary investigation. If they
found impeachable conduct – “Treason, Bribery, or other high
crimes and misdemeanors” – they would refer their findings to the
House Judiciary Committee, which has jurisdiction over
impeachment.

IMPEACHMENT OF TRUMP: WHY DID THE REPUBLICAN
SENATE SAVE HIM?

At first Republicans denied any wrongdoing by Trump, and Trump
tried to block all witnesses in the executive branch from testifying.
He wanted them to defy Congressional subpoenas, claiming they
have absolute immunity.*7 Some did defy subpoenas. Others did not.
Nonetheless, the House Intelligence Committee was able to develop
overwhelming evidence that Trump had schemed to cheat in the
2020 election by forcing Ukraine to do his bidding. When the facts



were established Republicans changed their defense to “so what if he
did it, it does not rise to the level of an impeachable offense.” With
the greatly increased authoritarianism of the Republican base and
the consequent greater ethnocentrism and authoritarianism of the
people they elect, the Republican House caucus predictably voted
against impeaching Trump over the Ukraine scandal, but the
Democratic majority sent two articles of impeachment to “the
greatest deliberative body in the world,” the Senate, which held its
Constitutionally authorized trial in January 2020. (It only requires a
simple majority to impeach a president in the House of
Representatives, but it requires a two-thirds super-majority—67
votes if all 100 senators are present—to convict, which result in
automatic removal from office. A simple majority of the Senate can
then vote to disqualify the convicted president from holding any
federal office in the future.)

Trump was never in danger of being removed from office, but he
fought hard to keep further evidence of his misdeeds from being
revealed and considered in the trial. For example, it was learned that
John Bolton, who lasted only seventeen months before Trump fired
him as his National Security Adviser in early September 2019, was
privy to many of the events that had surfaced during the inquiry by
the House Intelligence Committee. Bolton had advised several
National Security Council personnel to report what they had learned
about Trump’s behavior with President Zelensky to the White House
Counsel. Bolton told others he did not want any part of the “drug
deal,” his disparaging moniker for Trump’s activities. Bolton, who
has written a book about his 519 days in the Trump White House,
offered to testify during the Senate trial, if he was subpoenaed by the
Senate, but the GOP-controlled Senate did not want more facts, nor
for the public to learn anything more.

Polls found that 70 to 75 percent of the American public wanted
new witnesses called, although the hard-core Republican base was
against it. On the crucial vote to hear new witnesses, two GOP
senators, Susan Collins from Maine and Mitt Romney from Utah,
broke ranks and said the extremely pertinent evidence newly



available should be heard. But the other 51 Republican senators said
“No,” and that was that. A few days later Trump was acquitted, 52–
48, on the charge of abuse of power, with Mitt Romney voting to
convict. The vote was 53–47 on obstructing Congress – a straight
party line vote. The GOP rationales for excusing Trump’s corrupt
behavior were dubious and weak, not to mention evolving over time.
In the House they insisted Trump had not withheld military aid from
Ukraine to force that government to help smear Joe Biden. As the
details of Trump’s campaign to coerce Ukraine became known, the
GOP stuck to a steadily deteriorating position that there was no proof
of a “quid pro quo” and passed this dead duck of a baton to their
colleagues in the Upper Chamber. Eventually this defense became so
untenable that individual senators came up with their own excuses
for exonerating the president, such as the attempted extortion was
not a high crime or misdemeanor, and there was no point in
removing a president when he would be up for re-election at the end
of the year, this was just a partisan effort to undo the 2016 election,
and Trump still insisted he had done nothing wrong, so who could
say he did? Some Republicans conceded the president had acted
“improperly,” but it was not so serious a matter that he should be
removed from office.

Congress knew everything you know about Donald Trump, if not
more. They surely knew that Trump despised them. They were part
of “the swamp” in Washington that he had promised to drain when
he campaigned against the GOP establishment in 2015–6. They knew
he had autocratic beliefs about himself, that he had no
understanding of the Constitution and certainly no respect for it, that
he had told appointees to break the law and he would pardon them if
they were convicted, that he could pardon himself if he were ever
convicted in a federal court of a crime, that he was a terrible
administrator whose White House was chaotic, that he had lost all
persons of character from his Cabinet and White House staff and
replaced them with “royal favorites” whose main task was not to keep
him from doing unlawful things, but to lie for him when he did.
Senators knew from personal experience that he was vain beyond



description, ignorant and confused, nearly out of control on
occasions, a pathological liar and an amoral megalomaniac who
believed he could get away with anything. And they must have
known that if he indeed got away with demanding foreign help to
destroy his main opponent in the 2020 election, it would convince
him that he really could get away with anything.

Why did the Republicans acquit Trump in so perfunctory a
fashion, punting away the chance for Congressional restraint of an
authoritarian president running wild and giving him every reason to
conclude that he is free to do whatever he wants? Stated a bit
differently, why did they become his ultimate enablers? Look back at
Figure 1 in Chapter 9. Look at the RWA Scale scores of the
Republican legislators and recall the evidence that these high RWAs
were also high SDOs. The authoritarian constituencies that sent
these Double High lawmakers to their state legislatures in the 1990s
are the same people who elected Republican senators to Congress
over the next two decades, only more so. Tons of Republican office-
holders got nominated and elected because they are highly
authoritarian themselves. They knew what Donald Trump is—a yet
more dominating version of themselves—and frankly they do not
care about the Constitution. These are probably not your father’s
Republicans, and certainly not your grandfather’s. As we have seen,
they have abandoned many of the principles that used to guide their
party. They talk all the time about American freedom, but they rank
among its biggest enemies. Donald Trump does not have to threaten
most of them one bit to get them to sell out America. Trump truly
was acquitted by a jury of his peers.56

*1 Note: These enablers are composed of social dominators, authoritarian followers, and
Double Highs. Because we have tested none, we cannot say with certainty, but at this point
in the book you should be able to have a fair estimation of where each these personalities
might fall if they were tested.

*2 (Listed alphabetically his primary opponents were:) Jeb Bush, Ben Carson, Chris Christie,
Ted Cruz, Carly Fiorina, Jim Gilmore, Lindsey Graham, Mike Huckabee, Bobby Jindal,
John Kasich, George Pataki, Rand Paul, Rick Perry, Marco Rubio, Rick Santorum and Scott
Walker.



*3 Citizens United claims to be an organization dedicated to restoring our government to
citizens’ control. Through a combination of education, advocacy, and grass roots
organization, Citizens United’s mission is to reassert the traditional American values of
limited government, freedom of enterprise, strong families, and national sovereignty and
security. See http://www.citizensunited.org/who-we-are.aspx.

*4 We know about Manafort’s dire financial circumstance because he was later indicted and
convicted for bank fraud during the time he was associated with Trump, promising jobs in
the Trump administration to obtain a multimillion-dollar loan. In addition, Manafort was
also being pursued by a Russian oligarch, Oleg Deripaska, for a $10 million loan. He was
not in a position to work for free, but he must have figured if Trump won, he might get
away with his frauds.

*5 To balance the increasingly GOP federal judiciary, when Democrats gain control of the
House, Senate, and White House, they must enact legislation adding more judgeships to
the federal judiciary, which needs more judges from top to bottom because of increased
business. Congress controls the number of judges. Such an expansion can check this
Republican effort to control the federal courts.

*6 The call was classified SECRET/ORCON/NOFORN. Not the highest classification, but the
transcript was stored on a computer that placed it with the highest classified documents,
thus severely restricting access. Top Secret means unauthorized disclosure would likely
cause “exceptionally grave” injury to our national interest, whereas Secret mean is would
cause “serious” injury. ORCON an acronym for “originator control” gives the person
classifying the document control of its dissemination. And NOFORN means no foreign
country should see the document.

*7 This issue, slowed by the coronavirus, is working its way to the U.S. Supreme Court. The
trial court said no, Trump is not a king with absolute immunity. A three-judge panel of the
District of Columbia U.S. Court of Appeals said the U.S. House of Representatives could
not use the federal courts to enforce their subpoenas. The House has requested the full
Court of Appeals rule on the issue, and whoever loses will likely take the question to the
U.S. Supreme Court.

http://www.citizensunited.org/who-we-are.aspx


CHAPTER TWELVE

THE NOVEMBER 2020 ELECTION WILL
DECIDE THE FATE OF OUR DEMOCRACY

For millions of Americans stunned with disbelief on November 8,
2016, and totally appalled by what Donald Trump has done since,
November 3, 2020 could not come soon enough. Many wondered if
we would live to see the day, because we have been forced to endure
almost daily doses of rampant incompetence over the past three plus
years, not to mention endless assaults on our democratic
institutions. As we finished this book, America was still crippled by
the COVID-19 virus and was agonizing over police brutality against
our African American citizens. Nothing has become clearer than the
realization that Donald Trump is no part of the solution to our
nation’s problems, but instead in very large measure the cause of
them. No matter how many people die, he is jamming “open the
economy” down the nation’s throat while the plague remains viral,
and fanning violence in our cities to get himself reelected. He may
succeed. Although public polling shows large numbers of Americans
want to take back their government from Trump and yearn to “Make
America Sane Again,” we must caution that November 2020 could
result instead in another stunning Trump victory. If that happens, we
believe it will be the end of our democracy, but no reader of this book
should be greatly surprised if that happens. A large number of
Americans stand ready to give Trump all the power he wants.



HOW TRUMP COULD AND SHOULD LOSE IN 2020
If it will restore your faith in a just world, no sitting president has
ever given his opponent so many damaging statements or so much
non-presidential behavior to remind voters how awful he has been,
as has Donald Trump. The people putting together the campaign ads
for the Democrats may have trouble agreeing on the top fifty best-of-
the-worst sound bites, there are so many. To a considerable extent
Trump has chained himself to a doghouse with most of the American
electorate through a never-ending stream of ill-advised and
transparently stupid decisions. In particular, he has lost the support
of independent voters, who gave him 46 percent of their votes and
Clinton 42 percent in 2016. Just two years later independents
favored Democrats over Republicans by 12 percent in the midterm
election. That dramatic switch gave Democrats control of the House
of Representatives.1 Since the midterms, independents have on
balance disapproved of Trump’s performance by roughly seven
percent, most of them “strongly.” As almost all Republicans support
the president and almost all the Democrats find him repugnant,
independents provide most of the net disapproval we find in the
national polls and, barring a truly cataclysmic turn of events (Have
we room for another one?), they will decide the 2020 election.

When things are relatively quiet on the domestic scene,
independents start drifting ever so slowly back to the president. But
such lulls last days, never weeks, for almost as if he is pre-programed
to self-destruct, Trump does something very off-putting and loses his
recent gains. “The Donald” has alienated a huge number of American
voters; over 40 percent of the registered voters in the April and May
2020 polls strongly disapproved of his performance. People that mad
might walk barefooted over broken glass and stand in line for hours
to vote against him in November. He has very little chance of
changing their minds. A Pew poll conducted in late April and early
May even detected a perceptible slip in evangelicals’ support for the
president over the COVID-19 crisis. This reportedly matched GOP
internal polling,2 and set off various transparent moves to shore up
Trump’s support among conservative Christians, such as declaring



places of worship to be essential services, visiting the shrine of Pope
John Paul II, and saying prayer was the answer to the pandemic.
Unfavorability ratings however do not mean lost votes. As became
painfully clear to Democrats in 2016, it also depends on how
unfavorably the electorate holds Trump’s opponent. The Biden vs.
Trump matchups in the polls always show a closer race than the
difference in favourability ratings. Biden usually comes out on top,
but you would not want to live off the difference. It will come down
to the independent voters in the swing states, and how many
Democrat supporters (get to) vote. But Trump’s path through the
Electoral College seems problematic in June.

TRUMP’S 2020 REELECTION PLAYBOOK
President Trump planned to campaign for reelection on a strong
economy. That plan has come crashing down, thanks to his own
blundering, and now he has pinned his hopes on the callous
calculation that Americans will care more about increased job
numbers because of an economy he is forcing open than the
increased COVID-19 deaths this will cause as well. Trump and his
campaign staff are busy developing other stratagems he will probably
pursue regardless.

SECTION ONE: FEAR AND LOATHING. The first tactic in his re-election
playbook will almost certainly be, “Scare them out of their minds.”*1

He knows fear worked in 2016 with “Mexican rapists…” and he
updated it in 2018 with “the caravan” of murderers, rapists, and
terrorists about to invade the United States from Latin America. He
has undoubtedly been searching for a new threat since then to
directly engage his base’s prejudices. Then on May 25, 2020, a
Minneapolis police officer named Derek Chauvin changed everything
when he casually murdered George Floyd in broad daylight, in
public, and on camera. When the Black community and many others
took to the streets in protest, the president positioned himself as the
protector of white Americans against violent Blacks and radical left-



wingers out to loot and burn down our cities and then head for the
suburbs to rape and pillage.

If you sense that lots of white Americans would rush to back
Trump if the ghettos in our cities exploded with violence, scientific
evidence as well as a lot of history supports your intuition. When
people were asked to answer the RWA Scale as they imagined they
would when a violent left-wing movement was shaking the country,
scores shot up.3 That is, people became much more inclined toward
authoritarianism, wanting a strong leader to protect them. This effect
was called “the Nixon trap,” a label named after the way support for
Nixon escalated in 1968 following the riots at the Democratic
National Convention in Chicago. Trump saw the Black Lives Matter
demonstrations as a golden escalator to high poll numbers and he
jumped right on. His reaction to the Floyd murder barely mentioned
Floyd, or that tens of thousands of people were peacefully protesting
racism and police brutality. Instead, he lambasted the very few in the
crowds who were violent and ignored the underlying problem of
systemic prejudice that was tearing the nation apart. Mr. “Death
Penalty for the Central Park Five” wanted the story to be about left-
wing radicals, looters, and those who fought with the police being
steadfastly opposed by him, a powerful, dominating, violence-
threatening, hooligan-bashing, force-is-the-answer, law-and order-
president. (He, by any evidentiary standard is the most unlawful
president of all time.)

But it turned out the President’s intuition had once again misled
him and he had jumped on the “Down Escalator.” Polls from CBS
News, Emerson College, Reuters/Ipsos and Monmouth University all
showed most Americans disapproved of his response to the
demonstrations.4 And for good reason. The experiments that
highlighted the “Nixon trap” also found a situation which made
people less authoritarian: when authorities attacked peaceful
demonstrators. That was called the “Gandhi Trap,” and the police
and soldiers who fired tear gas and rubber bullets at, and rode horses
through, peaceful demonstrators reminded people of films they had
seen of Selma, an event that made many white Americans sick of the



racism that runs so deeply throughout our nation’s history. And if
Trump had stayed up all night thinking about it, we doubt he could
have made a more self-defeating threat than to turn “vicious dogs”
on demonstrators who entered the White House grounds. And had
he spent a week planning his next move, he could hardly have come
up with anything more heinous than clearing away peaceful
demonstrators with more tear gas and rubber bullets so he could
walk across Pennsylvania Avenue and hold a Bible (upside down) in
front of a church. Condemnation rained down on the White House
because the photo-op was so incredibly hypocritical you felt slimed
just seeing it. The mayor of Washington, DC, Muriel Bowser, joined a
growing chorus of officials condemning the action, and had “Black
Lives Matter” painted in big yellow letters over three blocks on the
street leading directly to the White House. She out-trumped Trump
by memorializing and a making a monument of his folly.

Peaceful protests spread across the nation and remained
surprisingly nonviolent as organizers condemned aggression,
knowing that was just what the president wanted. The Black Lives
Matter protestors knew all about the Gandhi Trap, just as Martin
Luther King, Jr. had, and they must have been delighted when
Donald Trump charged into it at full speed. Trump tried to paint
radical left-wingers and antifa as the cause of the early violence. But
he failed. Minnesota officials reported that white supremacists had
traveled to Minneapolis to instigate violence. The FBI in Las Vegas
arrested three members of the right-wing Boogaloo Boys extremist
movement and charged them with planning to use firearms and
explosives to create violence within a peaceful protest against police
brutality.5

The fact that demonstrators are peaceful, not attacking police and
looting stores, is a problem for Trump, particularly if this continues
as the November 3 election nears. What do you think he will do to
“fix” that? Uh-huh. We doubt he or his campaign are so stupid as to
write out instructions on sabotaging a demo on a little card for their
agents, but his supporters know what to do. So, if you are
participating in a peaceful demonstration against a presidential



policy this fall and the person next to you tries to get you to throw a
bottle at the police, you might ask, as you are photographing him,
and pointing him or her out to people around you, if he is being paid
directly by the Trump campaign or through an intermediary.

SECTION TWO: SMEAR BIDEN TACTICS. Trump’s reelection playbook
surely involves any way he can think of to bring down Joe Biden’s
popularity. Biden’s numbers have already fallen, probably because of
his son’s sweet deal serving on the board of a Ukrainian energy
corporation and an accusation of sexual assault. But the attacks and
smear tactics will get worse. A string of dramatic anti-Biden stories
are likely lined up in the thoroughly pro-Trump National Enquirer,
the slim sheet designed to catch shoppers’ eyes as they wait to buy
their groceries. They will be as misleading as the bogus stories about
Hillary Clinton in 2016 that led some people to vote against her.6
Remember: “24 Years of Cover-ups and Crimes Exposed: Hillary
Hitman Tells All” or “Hillary Fails FBI Lie Test.” The US intelligence
community had determined by February 2020 that the Russian
government was again trying to affect our election in various ways.
Since Putin worked hard to get Trump elected last time, and has
been handsomely rewarded for his effort, it would not be surprising
if he is at it again. Russian propagandists will no doubt produce their
own pile of anti-Biden stories and postings, soon to arrive on a
screen near you. Does anyone believe Trump has any limit on how
low and dirty he will go to win?

SECTION THREE: CREATE DEMOCRATIC DISARRAY. Trump can win by
keeping Democrats from uniting. Parties typically lick their primary
wounds and unite for the general election once the standard-bearer
is chosen. The GOP did, to the astonishment of many, in 2016 after a
particularly vicious run-up to the convention, and they united behind
the person who had attacked the other candidates the most! So,
Bernie Sanders’s passionate supporters could join Biden’s campaign
in the fall and work for their joint interests, despite their honest
differences on many matters. Sanders has said many times that
above all else, Trump must be defeated. But Trump’s reelection



team, having learned in the 2016 campaign that some of Bernie’s
supporters only support Bernie, will do everything possible to keep
them from voting for Biden in November. Trump has already
pronounced, with his usual empty bucket of evidence, that the
Democratic Party rigged the nomination against Bernie. You can be
sure social media will be full of inflammatory stories and accusations
against Biden’s campaign for the nomination, many of them written
by Republican graduates of the Roger Stone School of Dirty Tricks. If
the GOP can get 20 percent of Sanders’s faithful to stay home on
November 3, 2020 in key states, it could tip the balance to Trump.
Do not think for a moment that every vote does not matter.

Politics ain’t beanball, the saying goes, and both Democrats and
Republicans will misrepresent one another’s positions and cite the
most trumped-up, irrelevant statistics you can imagine to make
points that are baseless. Fact checkers will be exhausted by early
November. But we have no doubt which side will stretch the truth the
most and stoop the lowest. Author Dean remembers when
Democrats were at least as bad as Republicans. But lately, perhaps
because demographic changes have put the GOP increasingly at a
disadvantage, the Republicans have metamorphized into the party of
foul play, and thankfully the remaining Democrats did not fully
reciprocate. Witness “Willie Horton-ing,” “Brooks Brothers Rioting,”
“Swift-boating,” and “Benghazi-ing,”

With Donald Trump for inspiration, a president who has broken
norm after norm and openly engaged in illegal behavior, the GOP
campaign will likely be governed by no rules whatsoever. Monstrous
misrepresentations and fabrications will be commonplace. A good
example of this occurred when Joe Biden was asked a question on
December 30, 2019 about domestic violence. In responding he
reminded everyone that for a long time our society shamefully
tolerated husbands beating their wives, and this acceptance came
from European culture and was included in British jurisprudence.
But a 17-second video clip of his answer made it look like Biden
believed in white supremacy: “Our culture is not imported from
some African nation, or some Asian nation. It’s our English



jurisprudential culture. Our European culture.”10 “It’s almost like
Joe Biden is prejudiced,” someone tweeted while spreading the
distortion. Factcheckers will compile a very large portfolio of lies,
overwhelmingly by Republicans is our bet. There are two reasons
why Republicans lie so much: The truth makes them look bad, and
lying works especially well with their followers, as we have seen.

Some of the dirty work is already underway as the conservative
media tries to portray Joe Biden as suffering from mental and
physical health problems. That is, of course, one of Roy Cohn’s chief
tactics: If you have a vulnerability, tell everybody your opponent
reeks of it. As we have seen repeatedly in this book, Donald Trump
has great trouble thinking straight. The problem is so severe that he
often cannot control his thinking when he is making formal
statements. His train of thought goes zip-zap-zup all over the place.
Joe Biden, in comparison, occasionally misremembers names and
his syntax can be worse than Sylvester Stallone’s Rocky Balboa. But
when he gets up after he has stumbled, he does express himself
clearly. Trump often cannot do that, because usually there is no
“clear” there. He cannot find what he is trying to say. He left that
track four zip zaps back. And there is the added monumental
difference that when Joe makes a mistake, he usually comes back
and corrects it. Whereas if Trump does manage to say what he
wanted to say, it is apt to be a lie, which just remains forever
uncorrected by him and his allies. As for physical fitness for the job,
we will pay $1000 to watch Trump and Biden do sit-ups, push-ups,
or run a mile. We are not sure Donald Trump can even throw a
baseball with any authority anymore. Anyone who drives a golf cart
on the green to putt is unusually averse to exercise.

SECTION FOUR: VOTE SUPPRESSION. Few tools have become more
important in the Republican election playbook than vote
suppression. Withholding the franchise is as old as our republic,
which at its birth did not let men without property, women, Blacks,
and others vote. It took a series of constitutional amendments to
enfranchise most of these groups. But some of these reforms were



stymied at the state level, particularly through Jim Crow laws aimed
at disenfranchising Black citizens. Thankfully, the Voting Rights Act
of 1965 ended Jim Crow laws, bogus redistricting practices, and the
array of other tactics that had been employed by white supremacists
for decades to prevent minorities, particularly in the south, from
voting. The act changed America and the political parties. It drove
southern conservatives from the Democratic Party, where they had
blocked such civil rights laws for decades, to the Republican Party,
which went from the party of Abraham Lincoln to the party of an
open racist, Strom Thurmond. Republicans have been attacking the
Voting Rights Act for decades, but it remained largely intact until
2013, when the conservatives on the U.S. Supreme Court gutted the
law by asserting that racism was in America’s past.

Since the High Court eviscerated the Voting Rights Act,
Republicans have joyfully adopted all manner of ways in states they
control to make it difficult if not impossible for racial minorities, the
poor, and the young to vote, if they are deemed likely to vote
Democratic. All these suppression tactics are justified, supposedly, to
control widespread voter fraud, which no one has yet shown even
exists. The argument against voting by mail, for example, rests on
several studies that show the list of voters who could receive ballots
indeed do have numerous deceased and non-resident names on it,
opening the door to systematic fraud. But no one has ever shown that
such fraud has occurred. The real reason for making it harder, rather
than easier, for targeted groups was stated by Donald Trump on a
Fox TV show: Republicans would never be elected again if it were
easier to vote.7

Additionally, Republican legislators have passed ID requirements
to suppress votes from poor people. They have also cut the number
of days for advanced voting, penalizing persons whose jobs or
locations make it difficult for them to vote on election day. Some
states have closed hundreds of polling stations. A shortage of voting
machines may produce long lineups and keep people with small
windows for voting from exercising their right. Do not be surprised if
voting machines fail a lot in certain places. Texas began checking



immigrant registrations against citizenship, which made naturalized
citizens afraid to register simply because they did not want to
develop a file with ICE. Some states have removed citizens from the
voting list if they have not voted in recent elections, which affects
discouraged, disadvantaged groups more should they now try to have
their say. Tennessee passed a law that held persons who conducted
registration drives criminally responsible if some of the forms they
turned in were incomplete. Georgia had prosecuted a dozen African
Americans who conducted voter registration drives in Brooks County
(the “Quitman 10+2”) for such acts as carrying absentee ballots to
registrars after voters had signed them.*2 Florida unsuccessfully tried
to stop convicted felons from being able to vote after they had served
their sentences. These and other moves to keep American citizens
from casting a ballot have almost certainly decided recent elections.
The Florida and Georgia gubernatorial races in 2018, for example,
were won by Republicans by razor-thin margins, and those
governors and their wink-wink, nod-nod legislatures will set up the
2020 voting system. COVID-19 will be exploited by the Republicans
to suppress voting, on that you can be certain.8

SECTION FIVE: INVOLVE THE UNINVOLVED. In 2016, only 61.4 percent
of the eligible voters cast a ballot for president, while four years
earlier it was 61.8 percent. Obviously, if either party that can win the
affection of the stay-at-homes, it could run away with the election.
You can bet that both parties have tried to corral their vote in the
past, and mostly failed. Persons eighteen to thirty years of age vote
less than any other age group, but they are also the most liberal, so
the Trump campaign will not expend much effort wooing them.
Instead, Trump will try to persuade older non-voters and
intermittent voters to go to the polls. But it will be a hard sell.
Pollsters find these people are alienated from the political process,
feeling it does not matter who wins an election. Also, they are
distrustful of others in general.9 They will not likely vote unless
something vitally important to them is at stake.



And now something is, namely, COVID-19. Even though Trump
caused its dire impact on the United States more than anybody else,
he went up in the polls when he looked like a President during his
daily news conferences with the scientists and doctors. Then, and we
would say inevitably because Trump’s inner problems which we
uncovered in Chapters 2, 3, and 4 make him such a “loser,” he blew it
with hydroxychloroquine, reopen the economy now, injecting
disinfectants, a vaccine very soon, no face mask, defunding the
World Health Organization, fighting with the Center for Disease
Control, demands that governors appreciate him, freezing out states
from federal aid because their leaders criticized him, and so on. He
squandered the sure path to re-election that fate had given him.

SECTION SIX: GO FOR THE UNDECIDEDS. Almost all registered voters in
America have decided whether they want Trump removed from
office or returned, but a few, most of them unaffiliated independents,
have not. Last quadrennial election, FBI Director James Comey
reintroduced the Hillary-emails issue on October 28, 2016, and that
undoubtedly helped Trump win most of the voters who decided in
the last week of the campaign. Since every vote will count in 2020,
the Trump campaign will surely make a special effort to identify the
undecideds, find out what they want, give them highly customized
literature drops, invite them to coffee chats with other (supposedly
undecided) voters, and so on.10 Thus, this is a vote to watch, and
potential ground for the well funded Trump campaign.

SECTION SEVEN: THE OCTOBER SURPRISE. As if all this were not
enough, we have not even touched upon every president’s ace in the
hole. When a president wants something, he can make things happen
like nobody else. Even things that did not happen, such as North
Vietnam’s attacks on American destroyers in the Gulf of Tonkin in
1964 that Lyndon Johnson used to escalate the war. Trump is almost
certain to pull off an “October surprise.” It can be good news, such as
China will (supposedly) give America everything it wants in a new
trade deal, thanks to Master Negotiator Trump. Or he will announce
peace in Syria thanks to the same guy. Or a vaccine against COVID-9



will be available in just a day or two. Or the just-before-the-election
surprise can be scary as all hell, our weakened nation is now
vulnerable to a terrorist attack made possible by Democratic
governors, or our overleveraged economy is pushing Social Security
to the verge of bankruptcy because the Democrats have let too many
“undeserving folks” onto the rolls. There usually is not enough time
with an October surprise to fully check it out. That is why there aren’t
many September surprises. But once the election is over and won,
nothing happens and the thoroughly snookered do not care. Did
anyone who voted Republican in 2018 because the “caravan” was
about to crash through the gates ask afterwards, “Hey, what
happened to that caravan?”

SECTION EIGHT: VOTES ARE NOT ALWAYS COUNTED. If Democratic
voters do make their way through the thickets and mazes that have
been thrown up to keep them from voting, their vote may still not be
counted. America’s intelligence communities concluded that Russia
launched cyber-attacks against the voting systems in all fifty states in
2016, and they are still at it. Other hackers, domestic as well as
foreign, may have tried as well. For example, about 100,000 votes for
Lieutenant Governor in Georgia, predominantly from African
American polling places, simply disappeared without explanation in
2018.21 The state used outdated touchscreen voting machines that
are easy to hack and leave no paper trail for a recount. The machines
used in 2020 in Georgia will hopefully be better, but they failed so
badly in June 2020 primaries that nobody knew the next day who
had won. Some of the best hackers in the world will be trying
intensely to affect the American election, and in the United States the
leader of one of the major parties is known for “fixing” things and not
minding in the least if Russia will fix things for him.

SECTION NINE: FLAGRANT BREAKING OF THE ELECTION LAWS. If as
election day draws near and all the president’s horses and all the
president’s men cannot guarantee Trump a victory, should anyone
doubt he will try to steal the election? The authoritarian Republican
Party’s apparatus might instruct its loyal supporters to “vote early



and vote often.” Polling places in anti-Trump districts might be
closed at mid-day because of “technical problems with the voting
machines” or reports of gas leaks or COVID-19 advisories. Or voting
machines might be directly corrupted, with every eighth Democratic
vote converted to a Republican one. Tallies might be wildly wrong.
Paper trails could be destroyed. Officials could be bribed. Would the
people on the ground who carried out these instructions think they
could someday be punished? Trump has already told civil servants in
less crucial matters that if they break the law carrying out his wishes,
he will grant them a pardon, and they may believe he can and will.
With a lawless president, there is no way to predict what he might
authorize, but those who want him out of the White House must
brace for anything and everything.

AND WHAT WOULD TRUMP’S SECOND TERM BE LIKE?
If Trump wins the popular vote, then a majority of Americans will
have endorsed an amoral authoritarian leader who could now do
whatever he wanted. The question is not what would he do in his
second term, but rather what would he not do? We would have given
a man-child, stuck in “terrible two” tantrums, the keys to a tank and
told him he can do whatever he wants. We will have a raging, utterly
self-centered, “I want what I want when I want it” demagogue, who
would be Commander in Chief of the mightiest military on the
planet, who believes the American people have elected him king.

What about the Congress, you ask. Even if Congress were
controlled by the Democrats, impeachment and removal would be
impossible unless Trump was caught selling all of America’s military
and intelligence secrets to Russia for a hotel on Kremlin Square.
While Democrats could again impeach, it is not likely they could
muster the two-thirds vote in the Senate to remove. Or even override
presidential vetoes on ordinary bills. Would not this most powerful
president ever, with his long history of extracting revenge against
everyone who ever crossed him, carpet bomb his mile-long Enemies
List? Especially since he knows that a ruthless “settling of accounts”



will intimidate future dissenters and carry him, pulverizing like a
tornado, toward absolute control? With these ruined lives on display,
like heads on London Bridge during the reign of the strikingly
analogous Henry VIII, few if any would stand up to him when the
inextinguishable fear within him made him expand his power over
and over again for the rest of his days.

Could the courts stop him? Trump has never shown any respect for
the judiciary, and his immediate response to any unfavorable ruling
has usually been, “Get rid of the judge(s).” And if Republicans
continue to control the Senate he would have the opportunity to
replace and enlarge the “conservative” majority on the Supreme
Court that already is willing to give him far more power than any
president previously held. There is no previous ruling that this
precedent-ignoring majority could not overturn. Everything you
assume is legal, everything you believe is against the law, every
freedom you think you have will be at risk. Four more years of
President Trump will see the destruction of the Constitution as the
foundation of our country. He and his authoritarian Republican
cohorts and their authoritarian supporters will have undercut and
overpowered the protections against absolute rule that George
Washington, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison,
Alexander Hamilton, and the other founders of the United States
fought for. It was their overriding goal to keep the country from ever
having a king. Yet a re-elected Donald Trump in 2021 would feel as
powerful as James I, who believed he was appointed by God, or Louis
XIV, who simply said, “I am the State.” We pray we are wrong, but
fear we are correct.

WHAT IF TRUMP LOSES IN 2020
Everyone knows Donald Trump is a sore loser, and the final precept
of Roy Cohn’s Machiavellian instructions was, “If you lose, say you
won.” So if Trump loses in November he will probably claim it was a
rigged election, and he will try to get it overturned. But a sufficiently
overwhelming outpouring by Democrats, and Democratic-leaning



independents, can send him packing and bring moving vans to the
South Portico of the White House on January 20, 2021. Trump’s
wretched mishandling of the COVID-19 and George Floyd tragedies
has moved, perhaps only temporarily, some undecided voters into
the Democratic camp, and even a handful of Trump’s base appear (as
of early June) shaken by how badly he has responded to these crises.
The matter can be decided without a doubt by young voters, who are
the least prejudiced age group in the United States and strongly
oppose Trump on numerous grounds. Historically, persons eighteen
to thirty years old vote less but they make up a majority of the
crowds peacefully protesting against prejudice after George Floyd’s
murder. If the Democrats run good registration campaigns among
the young, and if Biden supporters can overcome all the vote-
suppression barriers the Republicans will throw at them, and if
Bernie Sanders’s supporters can settle for half of what they want in
order to have a certain chance to get the rest later on, rather than no
chance at all if Trump wins, Democrats can win the White House and
both Houses of Congress in November.

Let us say that happens. The election is close, but even in the
Electoral College the Democrats post a winning total. Nonetheless
Trump claims there was colossal fraud, and the election should not
count. “It was a hoax,” he claims for the umpteenth time. “It has to
be fair!” he says, and his base takes to the street shouting support for
Trump. No one should be surprised if Trump loses and refuses to
leave. Michael Cohen, Trump’s in-house attorney for many years
who knows the man much better than most, said under oath on
February 27, 2019, “Given my experience working for Mr. Trump, I
fear that if he loses the election in 2020 that there will never be a
peaceful transition of power.”11 Trump’s high-level staffer known as
Anonymous for his/her New York Times OpEd and book, A
Warning, says Trump “will not exit quietly – or easily,” suggesting a
“ ‘civil war’ in the offing.”12 Speaker Nancy Pelosi told the New York
Times in May 2019 that Trump’s refusal to accept defeat in 2020 was
something that concerned her, adding, “We have to inoculate against
that, we have to be prepared for that.”13



Even if he loses the election, Trump will remain president until
noon on January 20, 2021. He can try to stay in power lots of ways
during that interval, even though no previous president has defied
the wishes of the voters.14 He could call his attorney general, William
Barr, on November 4 and have him order federal attorneys in every
state which the Democrats won to contest the election results in the
courts. The states must by law resolve any controversies over
appointment of electors by December 8, 2020. If recounts are
underway in states the Democrats narrowly won, and Trump is
ahead when the counting ends on December 8, the state’s electoral
votes could be awarded to him. George W. Bush won the election in
2000 because the Supreme Court held, 5–4, that this requirement
had to be met, so the Florida recount was halted with many votes left
to be examined. There are yet further opportunities for “putting a
thumb on the scale” in later activities of the bizarre Electoral College
system, and you can bet that “fixer” Trump has dozens of sycophants
burrowing through the rules and procedures searching for ways to
subvert them.

Donald Trump faces indictment on numerous crimes once he
leaves office, and he has probably spent more time worrying about
how to escape criminal prosecution then than he has on containing
the COVID-19. He thinks he can pardon himself. Whether he can
would be decided by the Supreme Court.15 His surest path to staying
out of jail would be to remain president—the American voters, the
Electoral College, and the Constitution be damned. Thus, Trump,
like many deposed demagogues before him, may well use his
supporters’ willingness to die for him to bargain an escape from ever
standing trial. He would in effect be saying to his successor, “Don’t
you dare try to punish me for breaking the law. I will ignite a civil
war and ruin the country if you do.” This is how authoritarians
usually try to escape when the jig is up. It is all about them to the last
minute. But Trump faces more than potential federal charges, for we
know he is an unindicted co-conspirator in New York, in the case
that sent Michael Cohen to prison. Maybe he will go to Russia, where
Putin will refuse to extradite him back to New York.



Or he might just boldly assert he has the right as president to stay
in office “until the whole mess is cleared up” and see who dares
oppose him. Donald Trump has probably developed one key insight
during his first term as president: He can get away with almost
anything. His base is massive and remarkably cohesive. They will
believe and do almost anything he wishes. So too will almost all the
Republicans in Congress, on almost all issues. They are at least “99
percenters,” and anyway most of them would probably really like
one-party rule with them forming the backbone of the new TRUMP
Party. But we doubt the FBI, federal marshals, and the military
would readily fall in line. All their members take an oath to defend
the Constitution, and unlike Trump they place the highest emphasis,
a John McCain-type emphasis, on personal honor, integrity, and self-
sacrifice.

There is thankfully a “Deep State” in the American government,
but it is not the subversive one Trump and his followers howl about.
To the contrary, it consists of career public servants such as (listed
alphabetically) Christopher Anderson, Michael Atkinson, Laura
Cooper, Catherine Croft, David Hale, David Holmes, George Kent,
Michael McKinley, Robert Mueller, Philip Reeker, Mark Sandy, Bill
Taylor, Alexander Vindman, Jennifer Williams, and Marie
Yovanovitch – to use examples of people who testified before
Congress notwithstanding Trump’s instruction to not testify. There
are surely countless others, like the “Whistleblower,” who are deeply
committed to the ideals of America. They have placed their country’s
interests ahead of their own and ahead of any despicable loyalty to
the kind of power-seeking usurper George Washington warned about
in his Farewell Address: “cunning, ambitious, and unprincipled men”
who would “usurp for themselves the reins of government;
destroying afterwards the very engines, which have lifted them to
unjust dominion.” These true public servants know an illegal act and
an illegal order when they see one, and the federal law and the
Constitution are quite clear about presidential succession.



COMING TOGETHER
Even if Trump leaves office peacefully in 2021 his base will remain
intact and be available to him to hobble his successor as it did his
predecessor, Or, should Trump slip inexorably, that base is available
to whoever can capture it for themselves. Someone smarter than
Trump and championed by Fox News and the right-wing media echo
chamber, could pose a much greater threat down the road. You can
bet that various Double Highs have already begun thinking how to
get incarnated as the next messiah. You can also bet the “king-
makers” are studying the field right now too, including the leaders of
the religious right who might sense Trump losing a bit of his hold on
their believers.

Given the authoritarian base that abounds in America, unease lies
ahead. Polarization will remain. Many Americans, perhaps heeding
the words of Abraham Lincoln, and Matthew 12, understand that a
house divided against itself cannot stand. Many are as well exhausted
with the strife that American politics have become, and they yearn
for a reconciliation of our sharply divided people. It cannot be done,
however, by a saw-off such as “You guys become less prejudiced and
authoritarian and we’ll become more so.” If there is one thing the
weeks of “Black Lives Matter” demonstrations and the polls made
clear, it is that America is sick and tired of being sick and tired. Our
levels of prejudice and authoritarianism must go down. Fortunately,
that can be done, by the high RWAs at least. Most of them, we know
from studies, have no idea how afflicted they are with these traits
compared with the rest of the American population. They think they
have “normal” levels of prejudice, for example, and you can be sure
Republican spokespersons will tell them they are not prejudiced at
all, “just normal, you know.” But you can be both prejudiced and
normal and will definitely be both in a society that practices
systematic discrimination. Calling high RWAs and evangelicals
“bigots” will only make them dig in. But the data revealed in Chapter
10 shows how relatively prejudiced Trump’s supporters proved to be
in a straight-up-and-down poll. And that ought to lead to some
serious soul-searching by those people.



The change will last if it comes from within them, from a desire to
do better with their lives, from a realization that following their
religious beliefs should make them the least prejudiced and least
authoritarian people in society, not lead them to falling face-down
before a world class false prophet. It will not be easy for them. They
are afraid, and unaccustomed to such self-searching. In a real sense,
they have been denied the blessings of liberty to which they are
entitled in a democracy. They were raised more to be copies than
originals. They did not have the freedom to decide their beliefs that
others had. They were reared in a way that made them vulnerable to
a con man like Trump, just as he was raised to become the deeply
unconfident social dominator he has been since an early age. These
people have not yet claimed their birthright as Americans. But if they
realize that, they can choose for themselves.

It is possible, and we certainly hope, that some of the social
dominators also might change. Competitiveness is as baked into
Americana as apple pie. We ritualistically celebrate winners every
year from the Golden Globes awards to the Best Float in the Rose
Bowl Parade, including shelves of sports trophies, school awards,
and blue ribbons from the county fair for such things as Best Pickled
Beets. We realized long ago what every jogger knows from day one:
That you perform better when somebody else is with you, even if it is
not a race. And you will likely post your personal best if it is a race.
The problem with social dominators is not their desire to excel, nor
to win per se. It is their craving for the power that comes from
besting, the difference between a need for achievement and a need
for dominance. It is that craving that leads to cheating. If
competitiveness is baked into Americana, it has been understood
that the competition must be fair and square, it must abide by the
rules that everyone has agreed upon. Golf is difficult because of the
rules, so when you cheat you are not playing golf. When you have
someone in the dugout banging on a barrel so your batter will know
that the next pitch will be a fastball, that’s not apple pie. Donald
Trump has never played by the rules, has always instead tried to gain
advantage over others by gaming the system, bribing, or intimidating



officials, lying about anything, hiring people to be what they are not,
and insisting on always having it his way. People who want to win
because they are genuinely better will not want to follow his example.
It leads to momentary triumph and a lifetime of disgrace. Think
Tonya Harding or Lance Armstrong. There are many far better
women and men to emulate.

If in January 2021 Donald Trump becomes a one-term president,
his successor will inherit a deeply damaged country, in even worse
shape than the one Barack Obama had to get out of the ditch in
2009. The COVID-19 pandemic will likely be unresolved unless (and
until) a vaccine and therapeutic treatment are widely available, and
the world economy will still be reeling from it all, if not in deep
recession or depression. Our allies will have every reason to distrust
our loyalty and the shelf-life of our commitments, not to mention the
value of our word. How can they trust that we will not elect another
Donald Trump in four or eight or twelve years? America will still be
bleeding from outbursts of racism and other violence from coast to
coast, border to border. Often when a populist authoritarian
government has been voted out of office in a democracy, the country
just careens toward a different form of dictatorship. The institutions
of government have been corrupted, the principle of rule by law has
been tortured by a thousand cuts, and the guardrails have all been
kicked away.16 Social dominators can be chameleons, adopting
whatever beliefs and disguise will enrich them, and they grow
mightily in a culture of chaos. Eternal vigilance. Remember, no one
said democracy would be easy.

CLOSING THE BOOK…
Donald John Trump is way out of his league playing a clever usurper
of power. If it appears that we have been hard on him, listen to the
people who do. As human beings go, he is a sorry specimen. His
driveway has not reached the main road for a long, long time. He is
incapable of fixing his own life, which is deeply scarred by
escarpments of chutzpah and pitted with bottomless potholes of



ignorance and self-deception, so he is incapable of repairing the
damage he has done. If he becomes a monarch, we can brag that it
did not take us generations of inbreeding to produce an imbecile
king. We shall have started with one. Even sadder, Trump might be
made dictator by a distinct minority of the country. Most Americans
will not have voted for him; they simply did not vote. In short, we
could lose what our forebearers fought for and won and preserved
and rightly celebrated because most of us would not even go to the
polls in 2020 to keep them.

If there is one thing Trump opponents can do to win back the
country, besides voting in large numbers in November, it is to help a
non-voter become a voter too. Making personal contact, pointing out
how their future depends on who gets elected, facilitating
registration and getting them to the polls—even from a minimum
distance of six feet—will probably be a lot more effective than giving
a campaign money. So will participating in registration drives. The
largest group that can save America from authoritarianism are young
American adults, who also will lose the most if the United States
becomes a dictatorship. The rest of their lives figure to be a lot longer
than the time left for a couple of old duffers like your authors. We
understand that it is a lot to ask of young people, those in their late
teens, 20s, and 30s to add politics to their list of concerns as they try
to lay down the foundations of their lives in a world as economically
screwed up as this one is. But their country truly needs them, now!
They are the least prejudiced, best educated, most technically savvy
part of our society. They recognize the danger of global warming,
which has become a most unwelcome part of their inheritance, and
are most aware of the role the United States must play in containing
the climate disaster ahead. They are also the group most likely to
come out of the COVID-19 pandemic alive. They are the people who
can and do reach out and embrace one another across the racial
splits and close our hemorrhaging wounds.

We would like to make a closing plea to these young people,
starting with those we know: Molly, Sally, Franny, Sean, Camryn,
Ollie, Caleb and Carter. The planet needs another greatest



generation. It is all going to come down to you. Many young people
believe becoming politically active will make no difference, because
no one pays any attention to them. Well, that comes straight out of
the box of instant self-fulfilling prophecies. Nobody will pay
attention to you if you do not vote. But we promise you the obvious:
When you start voting in big numbers, everybody will pay attention
to what you want. Pull up a chair to the table where your future is
being decided.

In the end the hope for healing America depends on the same
thing as the hope for preserving America as a nation: Defeating
Donald Trump at the polls in enough states to give us a new
president. And a new Congress would be invaluable as well. This
November 2020 is the biggest election of your authors’ lives. Nothing
much is at stake, you know: just the Constitution, the rule of law, and
American democracy. America has not stood so clearly at a fork in
the road since the 1860s. The route laid out by our nation’s founders
is clearly marked. The other road, of which they warned, has danger
signs flashing all along the way, and yet many Americans are tugging
at the steering wheel to yank us in that dangerous direction. They
must be outvoted. It is trite but true: We have a rendezvous with
destiny once again to see if our government of all the people, by all
the people, and for all the people shall perish from the earth.

*1 While the playbook we envision may not have been written out, you never know. The
Nixon Committee to Reelect the President (CREEP) inexplicably prepared many such
materials one would not think would be written out.

*2 Yahoo! News editorial staff, “The Quitman 10 + 2: How a Georgia voter fraud case set the
stage for suppression,” MSNBC News (Aug. 6, 2019) at https://www.msn.com/en-
us/weather/other/the-quitman-10plus2-how-a-georgia-voter-fraud-case-set-the-stage-for-
suppression/vp-AAFpKOi.

https://www.msn.com/en-us/weather/other/the-quitman-10plus2-how-a-georgia-voter-fraud-case-set-the-stage-for-suppression/vp-AAFpKOi
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APPENDIX I

“FLUIDS” VERSUS “FIXEDS”

Hetherington and Weiler’s explanation of the stark polarization in
America is based on a four-item questionnaire that was invented by
Stanley Feldman and inserted into the American National Election
Survey (ANES) in 1992. (This is a big landmark poll taken before and
after each presidential election by the University of Michigan and
Stanford University.) The four questions seek out preferences in
child-rearing.

Please tell me which one you think is more important for a child
to have: independence or respect for elders?
Please tell me which one you think is more important for a child
to have: obedience or self-reliance?
Please tell me which one you think is more important for a child
to have: to be considerate or to be well-behaved?
Please tell me which one you think is more important for a child
to have: curiosity or good manners?

Feldman believed the italicized choices (which were not italicized
in the survey) indicated a preference for conforming to old values.
He thought this was the essence of authoritarianism. The alternatives
in the four items indicated a desire to challenge old values, he
believed.*1

The questions were used in subsequent “ANESs.” Hetherington
and Weiler studied these results and believed they demonstrated



how different levels of authoritarianism had produced the great
polarization in American politics.*2 But nine years later they said the
four questions did not measure authoritarianism after all, but
instead how “fluid” or “fixed” people were. “Fluids” do not see the
world as dangerous and endorse letting people find their own way in
life. “Fixeds” think the world is dangerous and prefer clear and
unwavering rules to help them navigate all the threats.*3

If you want to see how “Fixed” you are, count the number of
italicized alternatives you favor in the four questions. Zero makes
you totally unFixed but so fluid you could be a soft drink. A score of
four makes you as Fixed as a beam driven into the ground by a pile
driver. The gist of Hetherington and Weiler’s approach is that when
you compare the “Zeros” with the “Fours,” in the ANES surveys and
other studies, the two extremes have starkly different opinions on
many issues. In 2016, 71 percent of the Zeros were Democrats and
60% of the Fours were Republicans.

HOWEVER, MISGIVINGS
American public opinion is so polarized now one can easily find a
slew of beliefs on which people are sharply divided, with Democrats
and Republicans dominating opposite extremes. Religion,
economics, immigration, sex roles, welfare, the environment, civil
rights, American Exceptionalism, you name it. You could do this with
one simple question about abortion, capital punishment, the right to
protest, gun control, voter registration, Rush Limbaugh, country
music, or the Academy Awards program. The fact that Democrats
and Republicans tend to dominate opposing extremes on child-
rearing preferences does not, by itself, mean it can explain
“America’s great divide.” That requires a lot more evidence. Speaking
of which: If Fixeds, more than anything else, see the world as being
much more dangerous than Fluids do, that should be demonstrated
by a “pitting” experiment in which scores on the Four Questions
show they correlate better with perceived threat than other
conceivable explanations do. Those, and other comparative studies



one might require before accepting the authors’ conclusions, do not
appear to have been done.

Beyond that, the conceptual framework could be more convincing.
Preferences for different kinds of children are open to many
interpretations. Feldman thought the italicized choices showed a
wish/need to conform to old values. Hethrington and Weiler (2009)
thought they showed “authoritarianism.” Then they said, No they
don’t. They show how fixed you are in wanting clear and unwavering
rules (determined by how threatened you feel). You could say instead
the four questions show how much you believe children should be
seen and not heard, or how much one wants a well-ordered life. One
can as well opine that people who want respectful, obedient, well-
behaved kids with good manners simply want effortless, minimally
involving parenting (LOL, by the way) or the admiration of their
neighbors. All these interpretations may be related, but they are all
different as well. It boils down to this: The “four simple questions”
cannot explain anything if we do not know what they measure. And
in this regard, we also do not know how highly the four preferences
correlated among themselves, which would show how much they are
indeed tapping the same underlying dimension.

Analyzing the difference between just the extremes on a measure
also produces hesitations. Did the percent of Democrats and
Republicans who scored One, Two, and Three go down steadily, and
the Republicans go up steadily, as the scores went from 0 to 4? We
do not know. The analysis just reports on the 13 percent who scored
zero and the 16 percent who scored four. That means 71 percent of
the data was ignored. (Sometimes the rest are lumped together as
“Mixeds.”) You could however use all the data and simply compute
the correlation between party affiliation and Fixed-ness (which
varies from 0 to 4), and then compare the extremes for further
insight. But that does not seem to have happened.

*1 Stanley Feldman, “Enforcing social conformity: A theory of authoritarianism,” Political
Psychology (Vol. 24, No. 1, 2003), 41-74.

*2 Marc J. Hetherington & Jonathan D. Weiler, Authoritarianism and Polarization in
American Politics (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009).



*3 Marc J. Hetherington & Jonathan D. Weiler, Prius or Pickup? How the Answers to Four
Simple Questions Explain America’s Great Divide (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2018), 17.



APPENDIX II

THE POWER MAD SCALE AND THE CON
MAN SCALE

THE POWER MAD SCALE
Instructions:

Write down a -4 if you very strongly disagree with the statement.
-3 if you strongly disagree with the statement.
-2 if you moderately disagree with the statement.
-1 if you slightly disagree with the statement,

Write down a +1 if you slightly agree with the statement.
+2 if you moderately agree with the statement.
+3 if you strongly agree with the statement.
+4 if you very strongly agree with the statement.
If you feel exactly and precisely neutral about a statement, write

down a “0”.

It’s a mistake to interfere with the “law of the jungle.” Some
people were meant to dominate others.
Would you like to be a kind and helpful person to those in need?
*
“Winning is not the first thing; it’s the only thing.”
The best way to lead a group under your supervision is to show
them kindness, consideration, and treat them as fellow workers,
not as inferiors. *



If you have power in a situation, you should use it however you
have to, to get your way.
Would you be cold-blooded and vengeful, if that’s what it took to
reach your goals?
Life is NOT governed by the “survival of the fittest.” We should
let compassion and moral laws be our guide. *
Do money, wealth, and luxuries mean a lot to you?
It is much better to be loved than to be feared. *
Do you enjoy having the power to hurt people when they anger
or disappoint you?
It is much more important in life to have integrity in your
dealings with others than to have money and power. *
It’s a dog-eat-dog world where you have to be ruthless at times.
Charity (i.e. giving somebody something for nothing) is
admirable, not stupid. *
Would you like to be known as a gentle and forgiving person? *
Do you enjoy taking charge of things and making people do
things your way?
Would it bother you if other people thought you were mean and
pitiless? *
Do you like other people to be afraid of you?
Do you hate to play practical jokes that can sometimes really hurt
people? *
It would bother me if I intimidated people, and they worried
about what I might do next.*
I will do my best to destroy anyone who deliberately blocks my
plans and goals.

The responses are scored as follows. If the statement is not
followed by an asterisk, -4=1, -3=2, -2=3, -1=4, 0=5, +1=6, +2=7,
+3=8, and +4=9. If the statement is followed by an asterisk, it is a
“contrait” item, meaning it taps the opposite of being power mad. In
that case, the scoring key is reversed: -4=9, -3=8, and so on until



+4=1. A person’s score on the test is the sum of the 20 item-scores
and can vary from 20 to 180. We think Donald Trump would score a
180.

THE CON MAN SCALE
(Same instructions for responding.)

One of the most useful skills a person should develop is how to
look someone straight in the eye and lie convincingly.
All in all, it is better to be humble and honest than important and
dishonest.*
There is really no such thing as “right” and “wrong.” It all boils
down to what you can get away with.
Do unto others as you would have them do unto you, and never
do anything unfair to someone else.*
Deceit and cheating are justified when they get you what you
really want.
Basically, people are objects to be quietly and coolly manipulated
for your own benefit.
It gains a person nothing if he uses deceit and treachery to get
power and riches.*
The best skill one can have is knowing the “right move at the
right time”: when to “soft-sell” someone, when to be tough, when
to flatter, when to threaten, when to bribe, etc.
One should give others the benefit of the doubt. Most people are
trustworthy if you have faith in them.*
You know that most people are out to “screw” you, so you have to
get them first when you get the chance.
Honesty is the best policy in all cases.*
The best reason for belonging to a church is to project a good
image and have contact with some of the important people in
your community.



No one should do evil acts, even when they can “get away with
them” and make lots of money.*
There’s a sucker born every minute, and smart people learn how
to take advantage of them.
The end does NOT justify the means. If you can only get
something by unfairness, lying, or hurting others, then give up
trying.*
Our lives should be governed by high ethical principles and
religious morals, not by power and greed.*
It is more important to create a good image of yourself in the
minds of others than to actually be the person others think you
are.
There’s no excuse for lying to someone else.*
One of the best ways to handle people is to tell them what they
want to hear.
The truly smart person knows that honesty is the best policy, not
manipulation and deceit.*

Scoring is done the same way as for the Power Mad Scale. Scores
can vary from 20 to 180. We again think Donald Trump would score
a perfect 180.



APPENDIX III

EXIT POLLS

For a while each major news outlet in the United States did its own
survey of how voters felt during presidential campaigns. Then in
2003 AP, ABC, CBS, CNN, FOX, and NBC formed the National
Election Pool and hired Edison Media Research of Somerville, New
Jersey to conduct exit polls of American voters in each federal
election. These surveys were taken on election day and used that
night to help predict winners and explain how they won. Then the
data would be mined and beaten to a pulp by political parties and
social scientists to determine Who voted for Whom and Why.

Here’s how the exit polls worked. The news organizations would
decide which states to concentrate on, and how much data they
wanted (i.e., how much $$$ to spend) in each case. Then Edison
would pick the precincts that it thought had the most predictive
clout. Trained “interviewers” would be stationed at polling places in
these precincts and approach (say) every fourth person leaving the
poll. She would identify her mission and ask if the voter would fill
out a questionnaire on a clipboard about the election. She would note
the gender, race, and approximate age of those who declined. Edison
reports that about 45 percent agreed to participate in 2016—which is
enormously better than the ~3 percent response rate polling firms
typically get for the public opinion surveys you read about in the
paper.

Still, most people said no to the exit pollster, and that means the
results she obtained could be tainted by a self-selection bias.



Whether they are or not, even if everyone who was asked complied,
the sample still would not exactly match the demographic
breakdown of everyone who voted at that poll that day. Just by luck
you could get too many men in the random sample, too few white
folks, and so on. Even if the exit polls magically matched the
demographic background of everyone who voted at the station, it
could still be misleading because so many people vote before election
day now. If old people tend to vote Republican, and also tend to vote
at advance polls or by mail because each is more convenient, the exit
poll will overestimate the Democratic vote. Edison tries to figure in
the pre-vote vote, but it is difficult.

Back to the Exit Polls: Voters who accepted a questionnaire as they
left the voting station marked their answers to twenty or so questions
on the survey, folded it, and placed it in a “ballot box.” Three times a
day the interviewer phoned in all the answers she had received thus
far, which were combined with other polling stations and trends
spotted. Edison compensates for a low turnout in some demographic
categories by giving extra “weight” to the answers received thus far
by, say, old African-Americans. Virtually all polling organizations do
this sort of thing all the time because, as just noted, the randomness
of even a good sampling procedure is going to underrepresent
somebody. But you do have to be smart enough to know what
percentage of the actual voters in a precinct should be, say, old
African-Americans. Pollsters develop computer models to guide
them in this. Different models give different estimates.

Edison says that in 2016 28,558 voters answered its national exit
poll; the basic results are available online, e.g.
https://www.cnn.com/election/2016/results/exit-polls. However,
the highly respected Pew Research Center compared the composition
of those respondents with its own collection of over 3000 verified
voters. While one would think the results from a much larger sample
would be more trustworthy, nothing is as important in polling as
getting a representative sample and a lot hinges on how the polling
firm adjusts its actual results to match what it estimates are the true
demographics of the population. On that score, the Pew respondents

https://www.cnn.com/election/2016/results/exit-polls


were members of a nationally representative (based on probability
sampling) “panel” of Americans who answered monthly online
surveys on various topics for Pew: https://www.people-
press.org/2018/08/09/an-examination-of-the-2016-electorate-
based-on-validated-voters/. That’s a pretty impressive sample.

Pew concluded that the exit polls seriously underestimated the
number of white non-college graduates who voted (which comprised
34 percent in the exit polls versus 44 percent of the Pew sample).
This led to erroneous early predictions on election night that Clinton
would win crucial states because female non-graduates were known
to favor Trump but a lot of them seemingly did not vote. But they
actually did, for Trump, and he won, and the exit polls had egg on
their faces. The Associated Press and Fox News left the consortium
as a result of this “mislead” and contracted with the National
Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago to develop
alternate polling techniques for predicting elections. Those are
currently underway and use online sampling rather than exit polls.

The difference between the results gathered by the exit polls and
the Pew sample may not, however, lay in sampling techniques or
demographic weighting, but rather in one of the classic bugaboos of
survey research: Presenting inadequate answers to the question you
asked. The 2016 exit poll apparently gave respondents four possible
answers to its question about education: “High school or less,”
“Some college,” “College graduate,” and “Postgraduate.” Suppose you
graduated from a two-year community college or a junior college?
Are you not a “college graduate”? The Pew survey was clearer: “non-
college” meant “all those who did not have a degree from a four-year
college or university.” If you think community college graduates
would consider themselves “college graduates, you can see why the
exit polls might have 10% more “college graduates” than Pew, why
Edison would think this supposed increase in well-educated female
voters and decrease in less educated women would boost Clinton’s
chances, and how the “mislead” occurred.

This is only speculation from afar, but Edison changed its
education answers for the 2018 midterm exit polls to “High school or

https://www.people-press.org/2018/08/09/an-examination-of-the-2016-electorate-based-on-validated-voters/


less,” “Some College,” “Associate degree,” “Bachelor’s degree,” and
“Advanced degree.” Eleven percent of the voters said they had
Associate degrees, which come from community and junior colleges.
That’s just about right, right?

This also explains why Trump did unexpectedly well among
“college graduates” in 2016. Graduates of 2-year post-secondary
programs probably voted for him more than graduates from a four-
year college. Whether this satisfactorily explains the discrepancy or
not, at this point we have to use the exit polls in this book to analyze
Who voted for Whom and Why in 2016. Nothing else provides the
same history for comparisons. But we shall handle the conclusions
involving education with care. Exit poll data in 2016 almost certainly
underestimated Trump’s support in the working class and
overestimated his appeal to holders of four-year college degrees.
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CHAPTER SIX
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Other students were then asked about persecuting various
conservative political parties, including the Conservative Party
itself, which high RWAs usually support. No matter the victim,
authoritarian followers did what you would expect
authoritarian followers to do, although again the relationship
was muted. Low RWAs’ answers in all these studies again were
usually –4.

6 Natalie Gallon and Chandler Thorton, “Bodies of Father and
Daughter Who Drowned in the Rio Grande Head Home to El
Salvador,” CNN, June 27, 2019,
https://www.cnn.com/2019/06/27/americas/drowned-father-
daughter-rio-grande-migrants-el-salvador/index.html.

7 John Sides, “The Extraordinary Unpopularity of Trump’s
Family Separation Policy (in One Graph),” Washington Post,
June 18, 2018,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkeycage/wp/2018
/06/19/the-extraordinary-unpopularity-of-trumps-family-
separation-policy-in-onegraph/?utm_term=.dabb0b40e7c9.

8 Dylan Matthews, “Polls: Trump’s Family Separation Policy Is
Very Unpopular—Except Among Republicans,” Vox, June 18,
2018, https://www.vox.com/policy-and-
politics/2018/6/18/17475740/family-separation-poll-polling-
border-trump-children-immigrant-familiesparents.

9 Stanley Milgram, “Behavioral Study of Obedience,” Journal of
Abnormal and Social Psychology (October 1963).

10 Bob Altemeyer, Right-Wing Authoritarianism, Winnipeg,
University of Manitoba Press, 1981, 233-4.

https://www.cnn.com/2019/06/27/americas/drowned-father-daughter-rio-grande-migrants-el-salvador/index.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2018/06/19/the-extraordinary-unpopularity-of-trumps-family-separation-policy-in-one-graph/
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2018/6/18/17475740/family-separation-poll-polling-border-trump-children-immigrant-families-parents


11 Albert Bandura, Social Learning Theory (Englewood Cliffs, NJ:
Prentice-Hall, 1977).

12 M. Brewster Smith, “Review of the Authoritarian Personality,”
Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology (1950): 775–779.

13 If you directly ask high RWAs how moral they think they are
compared with other people, most of them will say they are
average. But they have been taught a truly righteous person
does not vainly declare his righteousness (Luke 18:10-14). If
instead you ask them to evaluate someone who happens to have
the same beliefs and attitudes as they do, they think that person
is wonderful compared to someone who has very different
beliefs from their own. Low RWAs make no distinction. See Bob
Altemeyer, Enemies of Freedom (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass,
1988), 157–161.

14 Theodore M. Newcomb, The Acquaintance Process (New York:
Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1961).

15 John Roy, “The Fox News Bubble,” Data for Progress, March
29, 2019,
https://www.dataforprogress.org/blog/2019/3/23/the-fox-
news-bubble.

16 Shawn Langolis, “Fans of Rush Limbaugh Top This List of the
Most Biased News Consumers,” Marketwatch, September 27,
2018, https://www.marketwatch.com/story/fans-of-rush-
limbaugh-top-this-list-of-the-most-biased-news-consumers-
2018-09-27.

17 The results imply that high RWAs might be quite vulnerable to
manipulative communicators who tell them what they want to
hear, which may trigger a memory because you read it in
chapter 3 as an item from the Conman Scale. This result was
confirmed in another experiment in which someone running for
mayor gave a tough “law and order” speech after learning that
90 percent of the voters favored this approach. High RWAs
trusted him, despite the obvious chance he was just saying that
to get votes. On the other hand, low RWAs positively distrusted
a candidate who gave a “community improvement” speech after

https://www.dataforprogress.org/blog/2019/3/23/the-fox-news-bubble
https://www.marketwatch.com/story/fans-of-rush-limbaugh-top-this-list-of-the-most-biased-news-consumers-2018-09-27


learning 90 percent of the voters favored this approach. They
would not touch a politician with a ten-foot pole who came out
in favor of something everybody was in favor of, even if they
agreed with the pitch. Low RWAs are a hard sell. In another
experiment subjects were told a traveling evangelist conducted
a survey in a city on his route to see what kind of program
would get him the most money when he passed the hat. He then
put on that kind of show. High RWAs believed the preacher was
highly trustworthy. Lows did not, by a long shot.

18 See John W. Dean, Conservatives Without Conscience (New
York: Viking, 2005).

19 Editor, “Bush Mocks Bush,” BBC News, March 25, 2001,
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/1241240.stm.

20 Stephen E. Ambrose, Nixon: Ruin and Recovery 1973–1990
(New York: Simon & Schuster, A Touchstone Book, 1991): 129–
130.

21 Bob Altemeyer, The Authoritarians (online book available at
www.theauthoritarians.org), 100–101.

22 Ian Schwartz, “Trump MAGA Rally Crowd Chants ‘Send her
back’ to Rep. Ilhan Omar,” RealClearPolitics, July 17, 2019,
https://www.realclearpolitics.com/video/2019/07/17/trump_
maga_rally_crowd_chants_send_her_back_to_rep_ilhan_om
ar.html.

23 Bob Altemeyer, “To Thine Own Self Be Untrue: Self-Awareness
in Authoritarians,” North American Journal of Psychology
(1999): 157–164.

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/1241240.stm
http://www.theauthoritarians.org/
https://www.realclearpolitics.com/video/2019/07/17/trump_maga_rally_crowd_chants_send_her_back_to_rep_ilhan_omar.html


CHAPTER EIGHT
1 The term evangelical is often used differently, so we should

explain how we use the term. The original concept obviously
involved evangelizing, preaching the Gospels. However, some
sources (Wikipedia, for example, on June 15, 2019) say the core
of evangelism today is accepting Jesus through grace as your
savior who brought you salvation through his death. People who
do this are said to be “born again.” But not everyone who calls
themselves evangelical Christians say they have been born
again, and vice versa. So polls, including the exit polls in
elections, usually ask voters who say they are Christians, “Are
you born again or evangelical?” These are the people whose
overwhelming support for Donald Trump we are trying to
understand, so when we say “evangelicals,” in general, we mean
people who would answer the pollster’s either/or question with
an evangelical answer.

Researchers have tried to pin down evangelicals theologically.
The most determined attempt has been made by a hard-
working religious pollster named George Barna. He has
developed a nine-item questionnaire, which, if you answer
every question affirmatively, makes you an evangelical. For
example, “Have you made a personal commitment to Jesus
Christ that is still important in your life today?” If you hesitate
on one of the items or answer no, you are excused. Barna
reports that 8 to 10 percent of his extensive nationwide polls of
adult Americans qualify as evangelicals. That is far below the
17–23 percent of evangelicals that other pollsters and
demographers estimate live in the United States. So, while
Barna’s measure gives one an opportunity to study highly
evangelical persons, we might miss most of the “religious”
Trump supporters we are trying to understand if we used his
criterion. We favor the self-report criterion used in most polls.
These will be buttressed by scores on the Religious
Fundamentalism Scale, which captures fundamentalist beliefs
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So we were thrilled with Patrick Murray’s offer, which came
about when author Dean visited Monmouth University for
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director of the polling institute. Patrick Murray was trained in
political science but found his calling in polling. When Dean
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findings on authoritarianism, he offered to conduct a national
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disapproves of Donald Trump. Believe it or not, nobody had
ever done such a study.

We wanted the Monmouth poll to be conducted as late as
possible, but we hoped to publish this book well before the
2020 election, so the data collection was undertaken in October
and November 2019. By then we had composed the core
material in the chapters examining Trump’s authoritarian
character, and more importantly, the authoritarian nature of his
followers and were just sticking fresh examples on the
framework every news cycle. To put it as heroically as possible,
we bravely predicted the Monmouth poll would find the same
sort of things found many times before, albeit to a large extent
60 miles north of the North Dakota border. But the poll might
instead reveal the accumulated science on authoritarianism was
just a sea of weak overgeneralizations. “Do I really want to
know,” Altemeyer wondered, “if I’m living in a fool’s paradise?”
The concerns proved baseless.
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conducted by Mick McWilliams and Jeremy Keil for the
Libertarian Party in 2005. (See page 14 and page 215 in
Altemeyer, The Authoritarians.) It too found a modest
connection (.34) between RWA scores and being a Republican
rather than a Democrat.

4 Thus our poll is not as representative of the electorate as it
would be if we had, say, recruited the same percentage of
Democrat-voters and Republican-voters who took part in the



2016 election. But we were not trying to predict who would win
the next election, but rather trying to understand those who
supported Trump today compared to those who opposed him. If
you want to know how seriously our sample over-represents
Republican voters, the regular national polls taken over the
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