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Foreword

At a time when every monstrous political ideology and toxic hatred from the last century has been revived and released into our politics and media ecosystem—with some new hallucinatory pathologies and Artificial Intelligence dangers thrown in for good measure, the searching young voice and unwavering decency of Brian Tyler Cohen have appeared like a sparkling diamond in the political rough of the internet.

A self-made podcaster, commentator, and internet agitator, Cohen pursues an old-fashioned agenda that would be instantly recognizable to Tom Paine. He expects essential fairness and justice from our political institutions and demands the truth from political actors. His passionate connection to the civilizing movements and freedom heroes of our past is utterly refreshing and redeeming, just as his disdain for authoritarian propaganda, disinformation, and corruption is irresistible and inspiring.

This book reads like a quick-witted travel journal Cohen has kept on his voyage to challenge the resurgent enemies of democracy and to organize the contemporary friends of freedom. He pays close attention to the structure and mechanics of government along the way, and explains the specific process reforms that will enable us to break out of the matrix of anti-democratic institutions and practices that the forces of MAGA thrive on: the gerrymandering of our legislative districts, voter suppression tactics, money-soaked elections, and right-wing judicial activism enabled by right-wing court-packing.

Through his odyssey, Cohen brings back good tidings and revived common sense. Ringing in our ears at the end of this book is a voice of uncommon integrity and political purpose—reasonable, passionate, and urgent.

—Congressman Jamie Raskin

April 15, 2024





Prologue

Chaos in the Chamber

Alabama congressman Mike Rogers, face flushed, beelined to Matt Gaetz and lunged toward him, his index finger pointed at the Florida lawmaker’s face. Sensing a fight, another Republican congressman, Richard Hudson, came up behind Rogers, grabbing both his shoulders and ultimately palming the irate lawmaker’s face in an attempt to hold him back. The sight of U.S. congressmen (from the same political party, no less) preventing each other from engaging in a physical altercation drew gasps—quite the feat in a chamber that has become all too accustomed to disorder.

Kevin McCarthy had been walking away from Gaetz but spun around amid the commotion. He had just lost the fourteenth consecutive vote in his bid for Speaker—a historic humiliation. Watching the scene play out and presumably calculating that the prospect of a physical brawl on the House floor wouldn’t inspire much confidence in his ongoing bid to grasp the gavel, McCarthy took a few steps toward the turmoil before stopping, shoulders slumped, to merely absorb what was unfolding before him as Rogers was shuttled away from the scene.

In an environment where optics are paramount, the implications of a fistfight on the floor of the House of Representatives were not ideal. Even without the scuffle, evocative of overserved Chads in a dive bar, the process had already proven disastrous for the Republicans. They would endure one final round of voting—fifteen in total—before McCarthy finally limped his way onto the dais. It was a Pyrrhic victory for the California lawmaker—the longest Speaker vote since the pre–Civil War era and a mark of shame that foreshadowed an embarrassingly short stint with the gavel.

As the scene unfolded, Matt Gaetz—the target of the fury—remained seated defiantly, the vision of deluded, self-satisfied machismo. Far from appearing disconcerted at the indignity on display, he seemed to revel in the chaos—as if fueled by the hostility and the mayhem. Shortly after the altercation, Gaetz was photographed smiling and pointing to his flexed biceps (which, incidentally, had played no role in the cringeworthy fracas).

This moment in the early days of 2023, however fleeting and forgotten, reflects the state of the modern Republican Party: the dysfunction, the incompetence, the obstinance, the rage, the showmanship, but above all, the utter lack of shame. This is the abject state of a political party that has strayed light-years from its original mission. The professed Party of Lincoln—of Personal Responsibility, of Family Values, of the Constitution itself—was literally at each other’s throats as it failed to accomplish the most basic task expected of a governing majority. Today it is controlled by a burgeoning extremist faction for whom compromise is unacceptable and chaos is the goal. The responsibility to govern has been replaced by the need to attack, to perform, to obstruct, to provoke. This reality is getting exponentially worse year after year—and as citizens, we are becoming dangerously numb to it.

For those who argue that such dramatics and dysfunction are inevitable in American politics in the wake of the catastrophic presidency of Donald Trump, look back two years. With virtually the same margin of House seats that Republicans had in 2023, Nancy Pelosi managed the apparently Herculean feat of winning on the first ballot on January 3, 2021, earning the support of 216 Democrats and surpassing the threshold of 214 needed to become Speaker. The vote was a straightforward task, one that the Democratic majority accomplished handily.

Pelosi took her place on the dais, offering notes of gratitude, hope, and a promise to meet the needs of a country that had been brought to its knees by a pandemic, an economic recession, and an election subversion campaign so aggressive that it would lead to a failed coup attempt by the outgoing Republican president only three days later. “It is my great honor to preside over this sacred ritual of renewal as we gather under the dome of this temple of democracy to begin the 117th Congress,” she said, before graciously congratulating Kevin McCarthy. “I look forward to working with you to meet the needs of the American people during this great moment of challenge.” Through her enthusiasm, gratitude, and grace—while speaking from behind a mask—she also acknowledged to the new members that “as we are sworn in today, we accept a responsibility as daunting and demanding as any previous generation of leadership has ever faced.”

Her speech would portend a historically productive Congress, and serve as a foil to the mayhem that would consume the same chamber a mere two years later. More significantly, it would serve as proof that government works when run by competent people who want it to work.

It also reminds us that, as inescapable as our present death spiral back to Trump appears to be, it’s not. We do have an alternative, and a functioning one at that. But there is no denying that our democracy is, once again, teetering on a razor’s edge. In such moments, two vital questions present themselves:

How did we get here? And, more urgently, how do we get out?
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The Road to Shamelessness

In July 2023, the Biden administration debuted a thirty-five-second ad featuring a surprisingly effective, if unwitting, spokesperson. She delivered a stirring address, comparing the president’s legislative accomplishments to those of two of the most influential, defining, and consequential Democratic presidents of the twentieth century, drawing a direct line from Franklin D. Roosevelt to Lyndon B. Johnson to Joseph R. Biden.

“Joe Biden had the largest public investment in social infrastructure and environmental programs that is actually finishing what FDR started, that LBJ expanded on, and Joe Biden is attempting to complete,” she proclaims with conviction.

A montage animates the screen with hero shots of President Biden and Vice President Kamala Harris engaging with everyday Americans. It features heartening images of Biden signing legislation, addressing a Philly union hall, touring a Durham factory, and chopping it up with cops, construction workers, and grateful supporters of all stripes. He looks like the kind of guy you could grab a beer with, the kind of guy who would chase you down half a block to return your wallet, the kind of guy who could deliver on the promise of America.

The ad continues as the female narrator lists the Biden administration’s crucial efforts and investments: “Programs to address education, medical care, urban problems, rural poverty, transportation, Medicare, Medicaid, labor unions . . . and he still is working on it.”

The music swells. Smash cut to white. Goose bumps.

It was perhaps the most effective messaging yet delivered from the reelection campaign, and every word was accurate. But the ad was especially remarkable because the woman offering such an impressive catalog of Democratic triumphs was Republican congresswoman and top contender for the GOP’s most proficient zone-flooder of shit, Marjorie Taylor Greene.

Greene’s sound bite was lifted from remarks she’d given earlier that month at an event called the Turning Point Action Conference. She had either been addressing an audience who feels we should get rid of Social Security, Medicare and Medicaid, assisted living facilities, interstate highways, higher education, and a government that serves its citizens; or she was speaking to supporters so conditioned that they will cheer or jeer on cue, without listening to what’s being said or evaluating how it might affect their lives. Either way, it made the fact that her rant would serve as a pro-Biden ad all the more poetic.

But before marveling at Greene’s characteristic ignorance (don’t worry, we’ll get to that), and before questioning why the Democrats have yet to deliver as persuasive a message about their own administration’s accomplishments, it’s worth doing a quick survey of who and what she was attempting to criticize when she invoked these two former presidents.

I am neither a historian nor a political scientist. I don’t possess a profound knowledge of the consequences of the two presidents’ terms in office. A veritable ocean of ink has been spilled on these subjects, with some of our finest writers and thinkers examining the heritage of our political past to contextualize the present.

The congresswoman from Georgia who has blamed Jewish space lasers for national wildfires . . . is not one of those thinkers.

But Dr. Heather Cox Richardson, who pens the esteemed newsletter Letters from an American, is. I spoke with her to get a better grasp of how precedent informs today’s tempestuous political climate. FDR’s and LBJ’s terms did lay the groundwork for some of Biden’s greatest successes—even as his administration struggles to draw adequate attention to that reality. Their feats, accomplished during extraordinarily challenging periods, offer hope that Biden’s plans could help the country avoid its current risk of plunging headlong into a fascist state.

Greene’s head-scratching sentiment and then the ad—using a Republican’s emphatic, no-frills speech to inform the public about Democrats’ achievements—provoke questions that are within my purview, questions I’ve been grappling with publicly since 2018. Namely, questions that concern political messaging; the way the GOP has weaponized theirs as a permission structure to behave antithetically to their own professed values; and how they’ve continued exploiting the same values for decades, even as their language has devolved so radically—from suspect wording to bald-faced lies to openly violent rhetoric.

BUT FIRST LET’S EXPLORE THE HISTORY THAT MARJORIE TAYLOR Greene so blindly wields as a cudgel. What was it that FDR started? Throughout an unusually lengthy tenure, he acted on the conviction that the government was the greatest hope for extracting the United States from the bleak years of the Great Depression. His focus was relatively straightforward: federal intervention, bolstering the working class, expanding the social safety net, and rescuing the economy through financial regulation. His landmark New Deal created Social Security, unemployment benefits, and federal agriculture assistance. Early Republicans, based mainly in the North, had upheld a few morsels of the liberty-oriented, forward-thinking policies on which the party was founded. But such thinking would not prove sustainable for the Grand Old Party. That Republican Party has little to do with today’s, beyond their commitment to protecting the wealthy—that element of their DNA has survived. They had plenty of time to strategize while in the minority: Roosevelt’s three reelections, the succession of Harry S. Truman to the presidency in 1945, and his narrow win three years later kept the Republicans out of the Oval Office for two decades.*

Fast-forward to the mid-1960s, when it became evident that the Constitution’s aim of “We the People” and “a more perfect Union” promised more than many were willing to share. When Greene mockingly speaks of the work that “LBJ expanded on,” she (or the aide who handed her the speech in exchange for the AR-15 Greene had presumably been posing with) was referring to Medicare and Medicaid, the pivotal Civil Rights Act of 1964, and the Voting Rights Act of 1965—all of which Johnson passed into law. Lyndon Johnson did not hide his agenda to federally abolish discrimination, and a robust majority of Americans were on board. But not all. With Jim Crow being dismantled before their eyes, a cohort of Republicans shifted course and ignited the “Southern strategy” to gain more political support from white Democrats and lure them to their party. The GOP appealed to segregationists and white supremacists, restructuring the conservative party accordingly. Decades later, the ex-host of The Celebrity Apprentice would reignite this approach and win over some “very fine people” using similar tactics and guiding principles: racism, fear, and anger.

Nevertheless, what FDR started, what LBJ expanded, and what Biden is still working on is the evolving idea of America. If you’ve listened to a handful of the president’s speeches, notably his first reelection campaign speech of January 2024, delivered at Valley Forge, you know how passionate he is about that legacy:

We’re the only nation in the history of the world built on an idea—not hyperbole—built on an idea: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men and women are created equal.”

It’s an idea declared in the Declaration, created in a way that we viewed everybody as equal and [that they] should be treated equally throughout their lives. We’ve never fully lived up to that. We have a long way to go. But we’ve never walked away from the idea.

Radical Republicans have long been crafting a different kind of idea—not one that would advance America’s promise so much as one that has lawmakers seeking (and at times succeeding) to control the levers of power in Washington. Their strategy? As is so often the case, it’s pretty simple, at least on the surface:

Oppose. Establish dysfunction. Blame the others.

THE VISIONS OF THE PARTIES WERE NOT ALWAYS SO DISPARATE. IN the aftermath of World War II, Americans were imbued with a sense of optimism and opportunity, of possibility and prosperity. Mind you, it was not an idyllic, naive time: the nation was still recovering from a global war, and well-founded anxiety was brewing over Soviet ambition, Communism in China, and the existential implications of the threat of nuclear war. But politics, besides the fever dream of McCarthyism, was mostly civil, foreign policy bills tended to be broadly bipartisan, and neither party was running campaigns intentionally fueled by brazen bullshit and manipulation schemes . . . just yet. Most Americans were offered a measure of support from the government and its programs.

Of course, plenty of people remained on the margins of society and were denied full access to the American Dream. With the dawn of the lively 1960s, those marginalized groups started asking for an equal slice of apple pie, ushering in the era when the chasm between the two parties became undeniable. Richardson cites President Richard Nixon as “the last traditional Republican trying to hold off, or at least just work with, the movement conservatives—rather than kowtowing to them. In the first two years of the Nixon administration, he seesawed back and forth between these movement conservatives who wanted to go back to the 1920s and the Eisenhower Republicans.” Then came the highly polarizing 1970 shooting at Kent State, when the Ohio National Guard fired into a crowd of young student demonstrators protesting the Vietnam War—killing four, wounding nine, and inspiring a nationwide student strike. The shooting also made evident the sharp ideological divide among Americans around the question of patriotism and caused Nixon to lose the confidence of many who had previously supported him. He entered the election of 1972 with a very different kind of attitude, motivation, and strategic plan than when he had first run for president. Several of the methods and strategies he employed from that jaded bag of GOP tools have been wielded in just about every election since, and they remain on display in our current political environment.

The Republican strategy that would ultimately deliver an insurrectionist into power has essentially been a long con, constructed over decades. Mehdi Hasan, the British American journalist, author, and CEO of the media company Zeteo, assisted in tracking it with me. But he cautioned against the word “con,” as the GOP’s plans have all been laid out, largely in plain sight, ever since the Nixon era.

“On the one hand, it is a con because they’re pretending to be the party of populism, the party of family values. That is a con. On the other hand, what they’re planning to do is out there if you’re willing to go find it. They’re not hiding the tax cut plans. They’re not hiding the racist plans. They’re not hiding their intention to tear up democracy, certainly not now, under Trump. But even ten, twenty, thirty years ago, that was the case.”

Indeed, the Republicans’ top judicial minds wrote down their strategy, primarily in an explicit call to action (complete with detailed instructions) commonly known as the Powell memo.

Lewis F. Powell was a tall, slim, bespectacled attorney with fierce ambition. Senator Sheldon Whitehouse describes him as “a tough and incisive lawyer, willing and able to make sharp, even harsh, decisions . . . well-settled in the White male social and corporate elite of Richmond, VA.” A prominent, serious citizen, Powell sat on nearly a dozen major corporate boards, enabling him to observe that antiwar protests and the movements for civil rights and women’s rights were disrupting all-white boardrooms and ruffling the feathers of the comfortably elite men who occupied those executive suites.

The DC-based U.S. Chamber of Commerce commissioned Powell to put together a confidential plan for reestablishing corporate authority. His seminal report, “Attack on American Free Enterprise System,” opens with an edgy, dramatic declaration: “No thoughtful person can question that the American economic system is under broad attack.” It concludes, “Business and the enterprise system are in deep trouble, and the hour is late.” The “broad attack” to which Powell was referring—in a tone more apt for warning villagers of bloody warfare against the Vikings—was written in response to threats like public health groups linking tobacco to lung cancer. The audacity!

His memo, which recommended that corporate powers cease all acts of compromise, has since served as a de facto blueprint for the conservative movement. Through the use of fearmongering rhetoric—“frontal assault,” “battles,” repeated use of the word “attack”—it aimed to persuade corporate leaders that they were engaged in a war for their freedom. Corporations had to cease efforts to compromise, it insisted, as “the ultimate issue may be survival.” The Powell memo was extremely specific, detailing a full-on propaganda effort to be funded by businesses’ advertising budgets. It dictated that corporations should strategically place speakers on college campuses and monitor textbooks for the potential bias of their content. The dangers of “liberal” and “far left” faculty members were cited repeatedly, establishing them as enemies. Much attention was given to the importance of directing corporate presence and resources to radio broadcasts and TV networks.

Powell emphasized the value of applying pressure to ensure optimal power and influence in the political arena, as well as the necessity of punishing those who opposed such efforts. Though confidential, the report was leaked and eventually published, giving businessmen a method for maintaining power. All it required was persistence and discipline—qualities traditional Republicans proved themselves capable of sustaining.

Finally, the memo explains the necessity of gaining control of the courts and “exploiting judicial action.” Powell states that “the judiciary may be the most important instrument for social, economic and political change.” And he would reach the top tier to help prove as much. He submitted his report in August 1971. Two months later, President Nixon nominated Powell to the Supreme Court. The following January, he was sworn in as an associate justice. He remained on the highest court in the land for the next fifteen years.

The idea of “positive polarization,” a notion pushed especially hard by Pat Buchanan, who served as Nixon’s “opposition researcher,”* pissed-off-voter whisperer, and movement conservative speechwriter, came into play at about the same time Powell ascended to the Supreme Court. Richardson confirmed the enthusiasm felt for this idea of winning over voters by pushing divisiveness: “Vice President Spiro Agnew took to it like a duck to water. When Agnew talked about positive polarization, it was positive in the sense that it convinced Republicans to stick with Nixon because those other guys were so bad by comparison . . . so Nixon really started that polarization, and then of course Reagan injected it with steroids.”

Though today he’s burnished as a modern ideal of Republican governance, in reality—behind the smile and the charm he had honed as the host of General Electric Theater—Reagan was a leader who succeeded in breaking down more than he built up, and in filling Americans with a sense of distrust in the system. His infamous inaugural statement “Government is not the solution to our problem, government is the problem” was taken to heart by masses of Americans.

A succession of bad-faith politicians seized on the approach of beating opponents by stressing ideological distinctions. If lies were required to achieve that end? Go for it. Energizing coalitions of angry, small-minded white men? Sure. Violence? Naturally. Among the most enduring proponents of the strategy was Newt Gingrich, a military brat elected to Congress in 1979 after two failed bids. Once he secured his seat, he and his perma-smug expression set out to poison the chamber with a new level of dysfunction. He applied himself to breaking the Democrats’ control over the House by pitting the parties against each other. He threw wrenches into commonsense legislation, sowed discord, and polluted the political process.

The goal? Make Americans so disgusted with government that they would lose trust in whoever was in power. The Gingrich model may sound familiar; it included “name-calling, conspiracy theories, and strategic obstructionism.” All were employed to establish dysfunction as a policy in and of itself. The Democrats were made to appear incapable of getting anything accomplished. Overhyped scandal politics, often of the baseless variety, were another tool frequently used to humiliate opponents.

Richardson offered a theory as to why these chaos architects (Buchanan, Agnew, Gingrich, even Reagan) and those who benefitted from their systems were able to manipulate and experiment with the government: because “they expected that the guardrails would hold. I always think of them like toddlers: toddlers fight against their parents because they know their parents aren’t going to throw them in the trash, and they behave well for someone who they think might throw them in the trash. They could do all this because they knew they could get away with it, because American democracy was so strong. They were provocateurs deliberately, to put themselves in power. They were all about power.” Unfortunately, it paid off. The toddlers continued taking advantage of waves of populism and national anger, while their system of disruptive governance empowered or inspired antagonistic characters beyond the Capitol, like talk radio host Rush Limbaugh.

Gingrich gained power and held sway in the House while behaving just as he had encouraged young Republicans to act before he had even been elected to Congress. He’d advised them 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.” If only he’d gotten accepted into art school.

He and a dozen fellow aspiring Scout leader types, buoyed by a false sense of self-importance, ceased compromising on bipartisan legislation. C-SPAN was launched in March 1979, and Gingrich’s tree-house gang, the Conservative Opportunity Society, would make sure to seek out the cameras. Once handed a mic, they spent an inordinate amount of time demonizing their liberal colleagues and the wider establishment.

University of Maryland political scientist Lilliana Mason identified that Gingrich instructed Republicans to use words such as “betray, bizarre, decay, destroy, devour, greed, lie, pathetic, radical, selfish, shame, sick, steal, and traitors” when speaking about Democrats. Please, Newt, don’t hold back.

Gingrich shamelessly cultivated such discourse in front of those C-SPAN cameras and encouraged his colleagues to follow suit. Overblown attacks on Democrats were repeated and aired, assisting in sowing confusion and sparking rage among viewers, and beckoning the media to become an essential vehicle for spewing political garbage.

Later in his career, Gingrich would deflect a question about an extramarital affair he was having: “I think the destructive, vicious, negative nature of much of the news media makes it harder to govern this country, harder to attract decent people to run for public office.” The irony of his response is that he is perhaps unilaterally responsible for much of the acrimony in politics and political coverage today. If you’re seeking the core contributors to the breakdown of our political discourse, be sure to include Gingrich.

Gingrich and his cronies made huge strides in establishing the policy of dysfunction. Though our forty-fifth president accelerated this policy in an abhorrent, sensationalistic fashion, he was and is merely an extension of the nihilistic, radical politics of decades prior to his emergence as a candidate. The GOP transformation into a pack of needy followers was in place well before he entered the scene.

Other tools helped sharpen the dysfunction, and we’ll get to those. The rise of a problematically biased mainstream media ecosystem, finding election loopholes to exploit, preventing young people and minorities from voting, undermining the validity of election results . . . all of these strategies took root early and remain essential to the modern Republican playbook.

Considering the manipulation and resources devoted to stopping our democracy from functioning, it inspires some shred of hope that—big picture—Republicans are still coming up short.

THE LONG, ENGINEERED SLIDE OF GOP DYSFUNCTION WAS CREATED with frightening intention and also, to Hasan’s earlier point, transparency. Theirs has not been an operation executed in invisible ink or behind closed doors. It’s never been a hidden venture, Hasan argues, “whether on the judicial and the corporate front with the Powell memo, or the media front.” The latter is referring to Roger Ailes’s idea, described in a memo prior to Nixon’s impeachment, “A Plan for Putting the GOP on TV News,” to set up a network very much like what Fox “News” became just over twenty years later. Australian billionaire Rupert Murdoch supported the effort and launched the cable network in 1996, enabling the right to rebrand the Democrats with messaging that made its way into millions of homes.

Twenty-one months preceding Fox’s debut was the first Republican majority in the House in four decades. Republican strategy thrived and populism exploded, as Americans were conned into believing that the party represented traditional values and a promise of prosperity.

A decade later, along came the uncompromising, self-proclaimed Young Guns: Eric Cantor, Kevin McCarthy, and Paul Ryan. They took several chapters out of Gingrich’s ragebook and ran with them, traveling around the country fueling anger at the political establishment in 2009. They recruited radicals, exploited the desperate anger felt after the financial collapse and the backlash against Obama, and promised to blow up the establishment in Washington. They hoped to use that frustration to catapult themselves into the majority. They delegitimized the government. They and other colleagues made governing norms seem optional.

These guys were never the directors of the performances we’re seeing today, but they were fantastic stagehands and roadies for propping them up. They operated under the monumentally stupid assumption that radicals and the Tea Party movement would fall in line and . . . then what? Celebrate their rise to power and become putty in their hands? Not so much. Instead, each of the Guns would be chewed up and spit out by the forces they had helped nurture. Cantor would lose his seat to a Tea Party radical; Ryan would basically be forced to leave by the fresh radical right; and in 2023 McCarthy would resign after being dethroned by similar forces in an even more spectacular and mortifying manner.

Upon exiting, that last remaining Gun spoke about his colleagues’ untrustworthiness and motivation. “I’m not quite sure those individuals are looking to be productive,” said McCarthy. “It concerns me as a Republican based upon watching what they do. I want to be a Republican and a conservative that governs. And we’re going to have to find our way to do that.” Funny how buttressing the Republican ranks with clowns and extremists was never an issue for Kevin McCarthy until the very moment that it became personally inconvenient for him.

By 2010, shortly after the activity of the Tea Party movement had crested, Republicans introduced Project REDMAP, the goal of which was to win control of state legislatures ahead of redistricting in a successful effort to gerrymander both legislative and congressional maps. As elections lawyer Marc Elias, the national authority on voting rights, explained, “Project REDMAP was one of the first concerted efforts to weaponize redistricting. Gerrymandering really has two eras. Those who say there’s always been gerrymandering are correct. But states were initially gerrymandered to protect incumbents or more parochial state interests—it was not based on party. Also, they didn’t have technological capabilities to gerrymander in the way in which we currently think about it. People would look at paper maps and identify what might be good areas for them or their candidate. What Project REDMAP did was it came at the perfect period, when computer technology had evolved to allow gerrymandering to be done with a lot more precision. And it was right after the Tea Party movement. So there was a convergence of two things: a hyper-partisan impulse on the side of the Republicans, and new technology to execute it. But it was always an effort to weaponize the redistricting process and ruthlessly engage in partisan gerrymandering.” It was, of course, highly intentional and strategic.

“The Republicans did not spend tens of millions of dollars developing REDMAP because it didn’t matter,” Elias noted. “They knew it mattered because they have the same data and analytics around voting that they have around redistricting.”

Even with all the far right’s tricks and manipulations, however, they couldn’t get rid of Obama; nor could they deliver on guarantees to dismantle the status quo in Washington in favor of a more conservative government. They proved themselves capable of finding and enraging constituents—but to what end? Despite vast amounts of money pumped into Republican campaigns, unmet promises left leagues of angry voters feeling let down by both sides, unheard and unseen, and consequently distrustful of the government.

Much of America was eager for an outsider candidate. Which is partly why, abetted by no shortage of media hosts, vociferous podcasters, and conspiracy-minded bloggers, Donald J. Trump bumbled in and amplified the notion that both parties had betrayed the American public. His campaign was fueled by the idea that the nation needed a savior from outside the political machine, somebody unaffiliated and thereby able to act on behalf of real people.

Donald Trump for president? Such a ridiculous prospect was (too) quickly written off by those among us who couldn’t accept that his bombast would be taken seriously. By the time he was taken seriously, he had already released the flames of pent-up anger nationwide, while putting himself forward as the salve. With crucial help from a baffled media that couldn’t keep the cameras away from him, he directed that energy toward supporting his candidacy.

Despite his devastating, revealing behavior during his first campaign, which included mocking a disabled reporter, bragging of sexual harassment, slinging racist remarks at will—we all know the list of shame—he still got a larger share of the GOP vote than John McCain or Mitt Romney did in prior campaigns. Did he respond with honor, patriotism, and human decency and eventually curb his repellent behavior or show a modicum of respect for the country?

Of course not. Trump’s crude antics were working, so he only raised the volume and attracted more attention to his destructive mission. His ego may as well have been his campaign manager and top advisor, and he merely allowed the sentiment that government was corrupt and unworthy to simmer until it reached a boiling point. As both parties had been made to look weak and ineffectual, this political novice descended from his golden escalator and was ushered into the Oval Office. His (at best) loose affiliation with or interest in the party never seemed to matter. Republicans in Washington accepted Trump as their leader, which yielded high levels of tension within government that he did nothing to extinguish. Republicans who condemned his leadership soon found themselves out of office.

Since Trump’s 2016 run and presidency, a few morally sound Republicans have been willing to publicly reject his behavior. They have done so either on their way out or at their own political and personal peril. Liz Cheney, Adam Kinzinger, Ben Sasse, Mitt Romney, and even Mike Pence have, at key moments, stood their ground against Trump and proved they were willing to prioritize their oath of office or vote with the Democrats. I do not mention them to lionize the small sample of Republicans who have behaved with decency. But there are members of the GOP who have resisted being sucked into Trump’s deranged vortex. Their longevity in government and their standing within their own party have suffered for it, and those who are still in Washington have allowed themselves to become impotent and irrelevant.

There have been a great many missteps Democrats have made over the years, and weaknesses remain within the party, its methods, and its vehicles for communicating its messaging (or lack thereof). Politicians are human, politics is nothing if not complicated, and there has never been a perfect party. But the intentional dysfunction of the modern Republican Party is an order of magnitude more active and strategic. The perverseness is so extreme that dysfunction redounds to their benefit. As the GOP’s ultimate goal is to shrink the size of government by convincing everyone that government can’t work, they continue doing their best to break it (for example, voting constantly against funding bills to keep it functioning), and then point to the dysfunction as evidence that government can’t work. Of course, what they fail to mention is the reason it can’t work is because Republicans intentionally sabotage it. When you have people in power who
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