
		
			[image: Cover for The Politics of Fear]
		

	
		
			ARTHUR GOLDWAG

			Arthur Goldwag is the author of The Beliefnet Guide to Kabbalah; ’Isms and ’Ologies; Cults, Conspiracies, and Secret Societies; and The New Hate. A freelance writer and editor for more than twenty years, he previously worked at Book-of-the-Month Club, as well as Random House and The New York Review of Books. He lives in Brooklyn, New York.

		

	
		
			ALSO BY ARTHUR GOLDWAG

			The New Hate: A History of Fear and Loathing on the Populist Right

			Cults, Conspiracies, and Secret Societies: The Straight Scoop on Freemasons, The Illuminati, Skull and Bones, Black Helicopters, the New World Order, and many, many more

			’Isms and ’Ologies: All the Movements, Ideologies, and Doctrines That Have Shaped Our World

			The Beliefnet Guide to Kabbalah

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Book Title, The Politics of Fear, Subtitle, The Peculiar Persistence of American Paranoia, Author, Arthur Goldwag, Imprint, Vintage]
			

		

	
		
			
			A VINTAGE BOOKS ORIGINAL, 2024

			Copyright © 2024 by Arthur Goldwag

			All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Vintage Books, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York, and distributed in Canada by Penguin Random House Canada Limited, Toronto.

			Vintage and colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Goldwag, Arthur, author.

			Title: The politics of fear : the peculiar persistence of American paranoia / Arthur Goldwag.

			Description: New York : Vintage Books, 2024. | Includes bibliographical references and index.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2023028513 | ISBN 9780593467060 (paperback) | ISBN 9780593467077 (ebook)

			Subjects: LCSH: Political culture—United States. | Conspiracy theories—United States. | United States—Politics and government—Public opinion. | United States—Politics and government—21st century.

			Classification: LCC JK1726 .G6525 2024 | DDC 306.20973—dc23/eng/20230927

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2023028513

			Vintage Books Trade Paperback ISBN 9780593467060

			Ebook ISBN 9780593467077

			Cover design by Mark Abrams

			Cover photograph © Johnny Silvercloud/Shutterstock

			vintagebooks.com

			ep_prh_6.3_151269557_c0_r0

		

	
		
			This book is dedicated to Richard Torregrossa, Jr. (1957–2020), who would have found much to argue about in its pages.

		

	
		
			
				Oppositions have the illimitable range of objections at command, which need never stop short at the boundary of knowledge, but can draw for ever on the vasts of ignorance.
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				Introduction

				On October 27, 2018, Robert Bowers, a forty-six-year-old truck driver with a clean criminal record but a social media footprint that was rife with angry Holocaust denial and conspiracy theories, came to the end of his rope. One target of his vitriol was the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society, which, he believed, “likes to bring invaders in that kill our people.”

				“I can’t sit by and watch my people get slaughtered,” he posted on the alt-right platform Gab. “Screw your optics, I’m going in.” One hour later, he burst into a bris at the Tree of Life Congregation synagogue in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, shouted, “All Jews must die!” and opened fire with an AR-15.[1]

				As shocking as a shooting at a synagogue was, it was also a little surprising that it had been so long since one had occurred in the United States, where military-grade automatic weapons are commercial commodities and mass shootings are nearly daily occurrences (there had been 383 in 2016 and 348 in 2017).[2][*1] Church shootings were becoming increasingly common (there had been three in 2017, including one in Sutherland Springs, Texas, where twenty-six died), and the climate of fear and hatred, whether online or in the real world, was at a constant simmer.

				The midterm elections were just ten days away, and Fox News and other conservative outlets had been running stories about the Hispanic invasion of the southern border for months. Less than a week before, Donald Trump had tweeted that immigrant “caravans” from Central America posed such a clear and present danger to Americans—some of those would-be émigrés, he claimed, were terrorists from the Middle East—that he had “alerted Border Patrol and Military that this is a National Emergy [sic].”[3][*2] But what did the eleven worshippers Bowers killed, most of them elderly (the oldest was ninety-seven) have to do with any of that? A lot, if you were as marinated in paranoid conspiracy theory as he was. He didn’t so much believe that they were aiding hostile invaders as that they—and all Jews—were hostile invaders themselves.

				The idea that rootless Jews weaponize immigrants, minorities, and the poor against their host countries has been in the air for more than a century, but it gained renewed currency in 2012, after the publication of Renaud Camus’s book Le Grand Remplacement, which proposed that nonwhite immigrants from Africa and the Middle East were “replacing” white Christians and their civilization. Camus’s book focused on Muslims, but he had also written about the troubling over-representation of Jews in French culture. When his ideas traveled to this side of the Atlantic, they gave American white supremacists a new buzz-phrase, “white genocide,” and a rallying cry to go with it: “Jews will not replace us!” In what immediately became an infamous event, torch-wielding neo-Nazis chanted it as they marched across the campus of the University of Virginia in Charlottesville during the Unite the Right rally in August 2017, along with “Sieg heil!”; “Blood and soil!”; and “Hail Trump!” There was street fighting the next morning, and a counterprotester was deliberately run down by a car.

				While Trump had temporized for days before condemning the organizers of the Unite the Right rally, the statement he issued in the wake of the Pittsburgh killings was prompt and unequivocal: “Antisemitism and the widespread persecution of Jews represents one of the ugliest and darkest features of human history…. There must be no tolerance for antisemitism in America or for any form of religious or racial hatred or prejudice.”[4] But almost four years to the day later, on October 16, 2022, the now ex-president posted what many took to be a thinly veiled threat to the large majority of American Jews who hadn’t voted for him. “No President has done more for Israel than I have,” he wrote on his Truth Social platform. But “our wonderful Evangelicals are far more appreciative of this than the people of the Jewish faith…. U.S. Jews have to get their act together and appreciate what they have in Israel—Before it is too late!”[5] It was a new twist on the old accusation that Diaspora Jews can’t be true patriots because their loyalties are divided between Israel and the countries where they reside. But this time, the complaint was that so many Jews were putting Israel second.

				October 2022 was a busy month for people who track anti-Semitism. On the eighth, the billionaire rap and fashion mogul Ye, formerly known as Kanye West, an outspoken Trump supporter with presidential ambitions of his own, had tweeted that he was ready to go “death con 3 On JEWISH PEOPLE.” Why? Because “you guys have toyed with me and tried to black ball anyone whoever opposes your agenda.”[*3] A few days before, while being interviewed by Tucker Carlson, Ye told Fox News’s prime-time viewership that he would rather his children celebrate Hanukkah than Kwanzaa, because “at least it will come with some financial engineering.”[6]

				Ye was spouting views that are not just held by neofascists, but are all too common in some African American communities (most notably the Nation of Islam). But the likeliest trigger for his outbursts was an investment that Ivanka Trump’s Jewish brother-in-law Josh Kushner had made in Ye’s ex-wife Kim Kardashian’s Skims, a lady’s lingerie venture. A few days before Ye’s “death con” post appeared, he’d posted an open message to Kushner on Instagram: “WHAT IF I HAD 10% OF KARLIE KLOSS UNDERWEAR LINE WITHOUT YOU KNOWING” (the supermodel and entrepreneur Karlie Kloss is married to Kushner). “JARED WAS HOLDING TRUMP BACK,” he added, a bit enigmatically. “IVANKA IS FIRE.”[7]

				But if Ye’s anti-Semitism is undeniable—a widely accepted definition of racism is “any set of beliefs (ideology) that members of a specified group(s) possess certain immutable characteristics…that justify their inferiorisation,”[8] and Ye’s “you guys,” “your agenda,” and “financial engineering” clearly suggest that he puts all Jews in the same bad basket—his political thinking (and much of his other thinking as well) is too murky to spend much time on, as his paranoia likely has clinical origins. Though he insisted he was “mentally misdiagnosed,” he had been medicated for a bipolar disorder.[9]

				Ye paid a steep price for his verbal incontinence in the form of canceled endorsements and branding deals, but what was striking at first was how few Republicans spoke up to condemn his words. Some actively defended him—not because he couldn’t help himself, but because they seemed to believe he’d said nothing wrong. “If you are an honest person, you did not think this tweet was antisemitic,” the Republican activist Candace Owens argued.[10] Trump ran interference for him as well, during an interview on Salem News. “Well, I haven’t really seen the statements,” he said. “I did watch the Tucker Carlson interview and he was really nice to me…. Sometimes he’ll make a statement and a lot of people will think it’s worse than he means it to be.”[11]

				As if to underline how comfortable he was with Ye’s views, a few weeks later the former president had dinner at Mar-a-Lago with Ye and his new friend Nick Fuentes, the twenty-four-year-old founder of the America First Foundation, which runs the America First Political Action Conference (AFPAC). An incel and white nationalist[*4] who’d marched in Charlottesville, Fuentes’s proposed cure for America’s ills is a “white uprising.” “Here’s the pathway,” he told his followers. “We have one more election where white people can make the decision…. It’s time to shut up, elect Trump, and then stop having elections.”[12] As for the Jews, “Don’t tell me that they’re entitled to their religion,” he said on another occasion. “Oh, I’m antisemitic? Yeah, I piss on your Talmud…. You think I care what an antichrist believes?”[13]

				It wasn’t just Trump, Ye, and Fuentes. In Pennsylvania, Doug Mastriano, the Republican candidate for governor, alluded darkly to the “privileged, exclusive, elite” Jewish day school his opponent Josh Shapiro had attended, where he learned “disdain for people like us.”[14] But if Shapiro was too Jewish to lead real Pennsylvanians, he wasn’t Jewish enough to be considered a “real” Jew. Mastriano’s senior advisor Jenna Ellis, who had been a lawyer for Trump’s 2020 presidential campaign, tweeted that a Washington Post story about Shapiro’s faith was “disingenuous” because Shapiro, who keeps kosher and observes Shabbat, is “at best a secular Jew in the same way Joe Biden is a secular Catholic.”[15] A few days later, Mastriano’s wife chimed in. “As a family,” she said, “we so much love Israel. In fact I’m going to say we probably love Israel more than a lot of Jews do.”[16]

				And there was more. On October 21, the Jewish Telegraph Agency noted that Michele Reynolds, a Republican candidate for the Ohio state senate, had self-published a manual for small-business owners that included the phrase “Jew you down” (Jewish culture, she explained, “has a reputation for not wasting resources”). Her campaign responded that she was merely sharing “what she learned from the wisdom of the Jewish community and how they are reputable for building successful businesses with a foundation of solid money principles.”[17] Ten days later, the JTA reported that Johnny Teague, an evangelical pastor and businessman who was running for Congress in Texas, had published a novel entitled The Lost Diary of Anne Frank, in which Christian prisoners at Auschwitz told Anne about “Jesus and all He faced in His dear life as a Jewish teacher,” inspiring her to wonder whether the Messiah had “come already, and we didn’t recognize Him.”[18]

				If the overt Jew-bashing and its seeming lack of political consequences were new (I’m old enough to remember when Jesse Jackson’s private remarks about “Hymietown” ignited a firestorm in the Democratic Party in 1984, and how Pat Buchanan’s syndicated column about Israel’s “amen corner in the United States” in 1990 earned him a book-length rebuke from his fellow movement conservative William F. Buckley[19]), attacks on Blacks, immigrants, and their progressive allies had become all too common in the Trump era, and they were continuing apace.

				During that same month, at a Trump rally in Nevada, Alabama senator Tommy Tuberville said that Democrats are definitionally pro-crime and anti-white because they are pro-Black. “They want crime because they want to take over what you got. They want to control what you have. They want reparations because they think the people that do the crime are owed that.”[20] The next day, Georgia representative Marjorie Taylor Greene took to the rostrum at another Trump rally to declare that “Joe Biden’s five million illegal aliens are on the verge of replacing you, replacing your jobs and replacing your kids in school…. They’re also replacing your culture. And that’s not great for America.”[21] In Wisconsin, where the Black lieutenant governor, Mandela Barnes, had challenged Republican incumbent Ron Johnson for his seat in the Senate, the National Republican Senatorial Committee ran an ad that juxtaposed Barnes’s face with those of three Democratic House members, all of them women of color, and the words “different” and “dangerous.”[22]

				

				—

				The shooting in Pittsburgh was neither the first nor the last to be explicitly motivated by an us-versus-them ideology. All the way back in 1994, a Brooklyn-born Jewish doctor named Baruch Goldstein celebrated Purim by carrying an IMI Galil assault rifle into the Cave of the Patriarchs in Hebron, Palestine, and killing twenty-nine Muslim worshippers. On December 2, 2015, Syed Rizwan Farook and Tashfeen Malik, a married Muslim couple from Redlands, California, attacked a San Bernardino County Department of Public Health Christmas party, killing fourteen. In March 2019, Brenton Tarrant murdered fifty-one Muslims in Christchurch, New Zealand, after publishing a manifesto entitled The Great Replacement.

				In August 2019, twenty-one-year-old Patrick Wood Crusius posted his own manifesto about the Hispanic “invasion” on an 8chan message board, in which he paid tribute to Tarrant. “The Hispanic population is willing to return to their home countries if given the right incentive,” he wrote. “An incentive that myself and many other patriotic Americans will provide.”[23] Then he drove the more than six hundred miles from his home in Allen, Texas, to a Walmart in El Paso, where he killed twenty-three customers (as it happened, thirteen of them were American citizens and one was German). In May 2022, eighteen-year-old Payton S. Gendron posted a 180-page manifesto about white genocide and the Jewish role in the Great Replacement on Google Docs. His “immediate plan,” he wrote, was to kill Black people, but “the real war I’m advocating for is the gentiles vs the Jews. We outnumber them 100x, and they are not strong by themselves.”[24] Donning body armor and a military helmet with a webcam mounted on it, he drove to a supermarket in a Black neighborhood in Buffalo and opened fire, live-streaming the attack on Twitch. Ten people died.

				When Anders Behring Breivik set off a car bomb in Oslo and machine-gunned students at a progressive summer camp on the island of Utoya in 2011, killing seventy-seven, he claimed it was to turn back the tide of cultural Marxism (“It is better to kill too many than not enough, or you risk reducing the desired ideological impact of the strike,” he wrote in his fifteen-hundred-page manifesto).[25] When Elliot Rodger went on a killing spree in Isla Vista, California, in 2014 because of his sexual frustrations (“All of my suffering on this world has been at the hands of humanity, particularly women…. If I can’t have it, I will destroy it…. I will arm myself with deadly weapons and wage a war against all women and the men they are attracted to,” he wrote in his 141-page autobiography);[26] and when Dylann Roof killed nine worshippers at the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston in 2015 because “Black people are killing white people everyday…what I did is so minuscule compared to what they do to white people,”[27] I’d made it my business to read their writings and try to make sense of them. But soon after Trump was elected, I’d stepped back. After spending a decade tracking religious, racial, and misogynistic conspiracy theories, I’d had enough.

				I never wanted to be a “hateologist,” as a reviewer of one of my books once called me; the work was dispiriting, the pay nearly nonexistent, and, beyond seeing my name under headlines like “Conspiracy Theories Explain the Right” from time to time, and being asked to opine about one or another of those theories in the nether reaches of radio, TV, and the internet (no, I don’t think the military’s HAARP is altering the weather; fossil fuels are a much likelier culprit), the satisfactions were few and far between. Sometimes, when careless bookers hadn’t bothered to read past the word “conspiracy” in my mentions, those media appearances could be downright awkward. I’ll never forget the look a Russia Today correspondent flashed me after she invited me to expound on the U.S. government’s plot to poison the country with toxic flu vaccines and I didn’t take the bait. Watching myself on YouTube and reading the comments the next day, I learned that my eye movements betrayed the fact that I had been drugged or hypnotized.

				I knew I wasn’t changing any hearts or minds. My progressive friends told me my obsession with the revanchist right was not just paranoid in its own right but politically counterproductive, as it diverted attention and energy from the very real policy work that needed to be done. The people I was writing about were dead-enders, they said; demographically and politically, they were on their way out.

				Irony of ironies, the people who took me the most seriously were those same dead-enders, and I certainly wasn’t changing any of their minds. They hate-read my articles and blog posts because doing so fed their sense of self-importance. Some of them returned the favor by “outing” me as a Jew, a communist, or even a tool of the Rockefellers (the Metapedia, which billed itself as the white nationalist alternative to Wikipedia, branded me a “Jewish propagandist and Europhobic scribbler…a Jewish supremacist who masks his Talmudic fear of his nearest competitor; European man”), or more creepily still, sending me long manifestos like the ones I just wrote about, cut and pasted together from a hodgepodge of sources, some of them centuries old.

				I’ve always tried, as both a writer and a human being, to put myself in other people’s shoes, to make a good-faith effort to understand why they think as they do. But opening myself up to programmatic racists, anti-Semites, xenophobes, misogynists, and delusional paranoids of other stripes exacted a steep psychic toll—not just because their ideas were so repugnant, but because so many of the people expressing them seemed like such sad, damaged souls. When I just listened to the sounds of their voices—the music, not the words—what I heard was discordant, to be sure, but it was almost always pitched in a minor key. Nobody constructs a whole worldview out of resentment, anger, and sanguinary revenge fantasies because they feel well loved and secure. If their ideas were grotesque and fantastical, their pain was clearly real. It affected me in ways that often caught me off guard. My wife used to tell me that I was showing the signs of Stockholm syndrome.

				Then Donald Trump descended that golden escalator. Trump said a lot of the same things those haters did, but he had far more celebrity than they or indeed any other politician did, and an almost unprecedented genius for homing in on his followers’ lowest common denominator. Looking at the crowds he attracted to his rallies and his poll numbers, it was clear the angry right had found a champion who could bring them fully into the mainstream. That said, Trump wasn’t a guttural white nationalist in the mold of American Nazi Party founder George Lincoln Rockwell or former KKK grand wizard David Duke, or an eggheaded “race realist” like Jared Taylor and his bookish colleagues at the New Century Foundation think tank; his politics were purely transactional and self-serving. But if a white supremacist, a Gamergate misogynist, or even a rabid 9/11 truther like Alex Jones wanted to say “nice” things about him that could help him win votes, he wasn’t about to stand in their way.

				Like Aristotle’s unmoved mover, Trump devoted most of his mindshare to blissful contemplation of himself. But when a news story about race, immigration, the sexes, or law and order did manage to break through and capture his attention, he would share his thoughts about it with the public via talk show appearances, ghostwritten books, and tweets. Though he sometimes contributed money to Democrats, a thread of casual, Archie Bunkeresque bigotry (Jews are good at money; Blacks excel at sports, entertainment, and, sadly, criminality; Asians are smart but they talk funny) ran through most of his pronouncements.

				All the way back in 1989, not long after he’d sent up his first presidential trial balloon, Trump had taken out full-page ads in four New York newspapers to demand the death penalty for the Central Park Five, the Black and Hispanic youths who were falsely accused and wrongly convicted of raping and beating a white jogger nearly to death.[*5] Ten years later, in 1999, he formed a committee, headed by the political dirty trickster Roger Stone, to explore another presidential run, this time as the standard-bearer of Ross Perot’s Reform Party. The campaign book he released, The America We Deserve, included some policy proposals that ran against the grain of the Republicanism of the day, like a one-time supertax on the wealthy to reduce the national debt and—ironically, given his later crusade against Obamacare—a call for universal healthcare. Though he said he was against “partial-birth” abortions, he styled himself as pro-choice. Oprah Winfrey, he told CNN’s Larry King, would be his ideal running mate.[28]

				But by 2015, Trump had forged a more coherent political identity around his instinctual America-first nativism, his disdain for the political establishment in general, and for Barack Obama in particular, who he claimed was more inclined to play golf and especially basketball than run the country. “I heard he was a terrible student, terrible,” he told the Associated Press in 2011. “How does a bad student go to Columbia and then to Harvard?” In case anyone missed the implication that Obama was an affirmative action president, Trump spelled it out more clearly: “I have friends who have smart sons with great marks, great boards, great everything and they can’t get into Harvard.”[29]

				While it seemed unlikely that Trump truly believed Obama was a citizen of Kenya and hence ineligible to be president, or that hordes of other undeserving immigrants were stealing everything that wasn’t nailed down and raping and murdering white women wherever they found them, saying that he did won him the support of a lot of people who resented having to sit through Spanish-language instructions when they called customer service, or who couldn’t bear to see a Black family living it up in the White House when their own children could no longer afford to live in the neighborhoods they’d grown up in.[*6] While Trump’s personal brand was all about tacky excess and self-aggrandizement, his ardent fans among the white working class felt that they knew him, and, stranger still, that he knew them too, and loved them.

				Vulgarian and serial adulterer that he was, a significant swath of evangelical Christians also embraced Trump as the messianic redeemer they’d been waiting for. That’s not hyperbole, but a plain fact that helps explain why so many artists of the far right, the kind who paint muscular Jesuses cradling AK-47s, also turn out paintings of Donald Trump receiving his blessing, and why you see so many people at Trump rallies wearing T-shirts emblazoned with a flag and a cross and the words “Jesus is My Savior / Trump is My President.”

				The Trump Prophecies was a best-selling book, published in 2017, in which Mark Taylor, a retired firefighter, shared the visions he began having in 2006 about God’s plans for Donald Trump. “For I will use this man to bring honor, respect and restoration to America,” God told him. “America will be respected once again as the most powerful and prosperous nation on earth (other than Israel).” A prophecy Taylor received in 2015 was about the Supreme Court:

				
					The Spirit of God says, The Supreme Court shall lose three, and My President shall pick new ones directly from my tree. Are you still not convinced that he’s my anointed, and that he’s the only I have appointed?…Those who attack him, their numbers go low, even to the point of a big, fat zero.[30]

				

				With his focus on polling numbers, God sounds a lot like Trump.

				Of course, most of Trump’s religious followers understood that he wasn’t exactly an advertisement for Christian humility and virtue. As the evangelical leader Mike Evans put it after Trump moved the American embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, Persia’s Cyrus the Great “was used as an instrument of God for deliverance in the Bible, and God has used [Trump], this flawed human being like you or I, this imperfect vessel…in an incredible, amazing way to fulfill his plans and purposes.” Benjamin Netanyahu also compared Trump to Cyrus; to commemorate the new U.S. embassy, Israel’s Mikdash Educational Center minted a thousand collectable coins stamped with images of Cyrus and Trump.[31]

				Trump’s and his supporters’ Christianity is not about turning the other cheek and loving thy neighbor as thyself; its primary focus is retribution. When Jake Tapper asked Trump if he had ever asked the Lord for forgiveness, Trump couldn’t understand why he would be expected to do such a thing. “I like to be good,” he replied defensively. “I don’t like to have to ask for forgiveness. And I am good. I don’t do a lot of things that are bad.”[32] When another interviewer asked him to quote his favorite Bible verse, Trump said it was “an eye for an eye.” To be clear, he wasn’t referring to the verses in the Gospels that reject Hammurabi’s principle, but the ones in Exodus, Leviticus, and Deuteronomy that endorse it. An eye for an eye is “not a particularly nice thing,” he explained. “But you know, if you look at what’s happening to our country…how people are taking advantage of us, and how they scoff at us and…laugh at our face, and they’re taking our jobs, they’re taking our money…we have to be very firm and have to be very strong. And we can learn a lot from the Bible, that I can tell you.”[33]

				Many of Trump’s eye-for-an-eye Christians went on to embrace the QAnon movement, which looks forward to a final judgment and a new dispensation, when Trump will exterminate the traitors who have robbed real Americans of their birthrights and reign over a purified nation. In QAnon’s telling, Democratic politicians are not just irresponsible with the nation’s tax dollars, or soft on crime and national defense—they are the leading edge of a vast movement of pedophiles who literally cannibalize innocent children. As bizarre as that may sound, QAnon has attracted allies who wield real power. Though only a handful of elected politicians openly display their allegiance, more than a few drop allusions to it that true believers will understand.[*7] By August 2022, Trump himself was reposting Q content on his Truth Social website and playing a Q-inspired song at his rallies.[34]

				You didn’t have to have a PhD in psychology to register the vast hurt and insatiable neediness that fueled Trump’s grandiosity. On the very first day of his presidency, Trump sent his new press secretary out to claim against all evidence that his inauguration had attracted larger crowds than Obama’s. In their book Peril, Bob Woodward and Robert Costa reported that House Speaker Paul Ryan spent the weeks between Trump’s election and his inauguration researching techniques for dealing with people with narcissistic personality disorders, because he was convinced Trump suffered from one. Psychiatrist Bandy X. Lee ascribed to Trump and his supporters a syndrome she called “narcissistic symbiosis,” a leader-follower relationship in which the leader, “hungry for adulation to compensate for an inner lack of self-worth, projects grandiose omnipotence—while the followers, rendered needy by societal stress or developmental injury, yearn for a parental figure.”[35][*8]

				Whether he was a programmatic racist or just a casual one, an autocrat by conviction or merely by temperament, Trump set about remaking the presidency in his own image, shattering the surprisingly fragile norms that had held the country more or less together since the end of the Civil War and turning Republicanism into a cult of personality. The only thing preventing a complete collapse into strongman authoritarianism, it seemed, was his incuriosity, ignorance, impulsiveness, and lack of strategic discipline. Half a year into his presidency, when those Nazis marched through the streets of Charlottesville, I figuratively threw up my hands. Trump had already welcomed white nationalists into the West Wing.[36] Now that the fox is in the henhouse, I thought, what’s the point of writing about all those lesser threats still lurking in the woods?

				Though Trump had failed to secure a popular majority, his victory had been seen as a mandate to vastly curtail immigration from non-European nations (“shithole countries,” as he called them),[37] rebuild the nation’s infrastructure, restore its manufacturing base, cut working people’s taxes, and provide even more generous health coverage than Obamacare. With the exception of immigration restrictions, none of those things came to pass, though Speaker Ryan—guided, no doubt, by the insights he’d gleaned about the care and feeding of malignant narcissists—successfully orchestrated the passage of massive tax cuts that were largely tilted to corporations and the well-to-do.

				That Trump had so little in the way of concrete policy accomplishments to point to by the time he was running for reelection in 2020 was a feature, not a bug, of his populist appeal. Populist politicians win when enough voters feel like they’re losing,[*9] and Trump knew how to ride the waves of discontent. Both the social and economic disruptions of the COVID-19 pandemic and the widespread demonstrations following the police murder of George Floyd in Minneapolis seemingly buttressed his case that the country was falling apart. It wasn’t his fault that China had manufactured and inflicted a plague on the world while government agencies like the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and the National Institutes of Health (NIH) stood by complacently—or worse still, he implied, were actively complicit in the crime. As for those police killings, if he had a problem with them, it’s that the corrupt Democrats that run America’s urban hellholes won’t let the police shoot more of the illegal immigrants and minorities that commit all the crimes. Robert Mueller’s yearslong Russia investigation and the impeachment sealed Trump’s case—the elites were all lined up against him, he said, because they hate Trump voters. The fact that he was president, that his party still controlled the Senate, and that he had secured a conservative majority on the Supreme Court that would likely stand for a generation or more did nothing to change his underdog status. MAGA Republicans know that the real power in this country is wielded by urban Blacks, poor immigrants, leftist college students, Antifa thugs, and progressive female politicians like Hillary Clinton and Nancy Pelosi.

				Trump badly wanted to win reelection, of course, but he could make hay out of losing too. His powerful connection with his voters turned on their shared sense of victimization, and as he said repeatedly, the system was rigged against them. But concession was not an option. To concede would be to acknowledge the system’s legitimacy, and, worse still, to taint his brand identity with weakness.

				Four days after the polls closed, on November 7, 2020, the TV networks finally called the election for Biden. People in my Brooklyn neighborhood were literally dancing in the streets. But a month later, it had become clear to all but the starriest-eyed pundits that Trump did not intend to leave office voluntarily. There would be no formal transition process, no sit-down with the Bidens for tea. Even more distressing was the near certainty that most Republicans would support him if he found a way—legal or extralegal—to remain in power.

				Though I lost some sleep worrying that Trump and his team would pull off a soft coup by convincing enough states to disqualify enough electors to throw the election into the House, I never imagined he would dispatch a mob to the Capitol. What motivated me to write this book—and I had begun planning it well before January 6—was the selective nature of memory. Assuming the courts rejected Trump’s fantasies about voting machines that had been hacked by a dead Venezuelan dictator, paper Biden ballots that had been preprinted in China, and truckloads of valid Trump ballots that were diverted to landfills, and that he would finally be pried out of the White House, I was afraid we’d forget how perilously close to the brink our democracy had come, and that all too soon, QAnon, MAGA, and Stop the Steal would seem as remote to us as WIN buttons and Jimmy Carter’s cardigan sweater do today. We could not afford such complacency.

				Trump is living proof of Alexander Hamilton’s warning in Federalist No. 1: “That of those men who have overturned the liberties of republics, the greatest number have begun their career by paying an obsequious court to the people; commencing demagogues and ending tyrants.” And like Sartre said of Jews and anti-Semites, if Trump hadn’t existed, he would have had to have been invented, because he is a symptom of problems that are hardwired into America’s geography, economy, and culture, and that have bubbled up to the surface of our politics every few decades since the Constitution was ratified. He wasn’t the first and he won’t be the last politician to harness our discontents to his ambition. And the next demagogue that comes along will have likely learned from his mistakes.

				

				—

				I was certain that the populist, authoritarian genie Trump released would not go back into its bottle. Like the California forests that Trump said were burning because their floors hadn’t been raked as thoroughly as Finland’s, America’s political culture is a tangled mess and would continue to be even if Biden managed to restore a semblance of normalcy. Going forward, it seemed to me, the names “Dominion” and “Smartmatic” (the companies that supplied the voting machines that were wrongly said to have erased Trump’s winning votes) would have the same emotional valence for future MAGAs that “Yalta” did for John Birchers when my baby boom cohort was growing up, and that “stab in the back” did for a certain generation of Germans. I conceived this book as a wake-up call, an antidote to “the system works” euphoria that pervaded the media in the wake of the Watergate hearings and Nixon’s resignation, and that I feared would follow the conclusion of Trump’s chaotic presidency.

				But even the illusion of normalcy stubbornly refused to come. Six months after he slunk off to Mar-a-Lago with his hoard of classified documents, the first president since Andrew Johnson to boycott his successor’s inauguration, Trump was not only still sucking up a wildly disproportionate share of media attention, he was a political center of gravity, endorsing loyalists and purging apostates and holding rallies to ensure that the 2022 midterms would be a referendum on Biden’s legitimacy, and even more important, that when he formally announced for 2024, there would be no viable Republican challengers.

				In the meantime, he beguiled his MAGA followers with suggestions that he might return to office much sooner. Vote audits in red states could still negate Biden’s victory, he and his loyalists said. And there were other paths. If the Republicans retook the House in 2022, they could elect Trump Speaker. Biden and Kamala Harris would be impeached, and as third in line to the presidency, Trump would then return to the White House. Mike Lindell, the My Pillow entrepreneur and Trump super-supporter, wasn’t prepared to wait even that long. He announced a date certain for Trump’s second inauguration: the morning of August 13, 2021. “It’ll be the talk of the world,” he said.[38] When August 13 came and went without any notable returns or departures in Washington, he doubled down. “It’s Trump 2021,” he said, adding, a little bit mysteriously, “If we don’t solve 2020, there is no 2022 and 2024.”[39]

				Trump issued calls for the immediate release of every January 6 rioter in federal custody and argued that the Black Capitol police officer who shot and killed Ashli Babbitt should be lynched. Had what happened to her happened to someone on “the other side,” he said—implying that the Capitol police were not carrying out their duty to protect the members of Congress and their staffs from a violent mob, but choosing political sides—“the person that did the shooting would be strung up and hung.”[40] By September 2021, as mainstream a columnist as The Washington Post’s Robert Kagan was writing that Trump had already plunged the country into as grave a constitutional crisis as it had experienced since the Civil War, “with a reasonable chance over the next three to four years of incidents of mass violence, a breakdown of federal authority, and the division of the country into warring red and blue enclaves.”[41]

				Would Trump’s comeback efforts work? From day to day, it was impossible to say. Trump’s businesses and he himself were in serious legal and financial jeopardy, and he no longer enjoyed the protections and immunities that come with the presidency. He remained broadly unpopular in huge swaths of the country, and since his sole agenda seemed to be personal restoration and revenge, it was hard to see how he could convince substantial numbers of new voters that electing him would change their lives for the better. As it turned out, the 2022 midterms were not the rout for Joe Biden and the Democrats that Trump and the Republicans had been counting on and that most pundits predicted. The Democrats held on to the Senate, and though the Republicans did win the House, their majority was razor-thin. Trump’s announcement a week later that he would indeed run in 2024 landed with something of a thud.

				But the country remained as polarized as ever.

				

				—

				Quantitative political scientists and pollsters rightly point to education and race as our greatest dividers. In 2020, Biden won 68 percent of congressional districts in which 30 percent or more of voters held bachelor’s degrees. Donald Trump won 64 percent of districts where less than 30 percent held four-year college degrees (“I love the poorly educated,” he famously crowed when he won the Nevada primary in 2016).[42] If those districts were at least 70 percent white, Trump won 96 percent of them. After the 2022 midterms, Democrats controlled 77 percent of the congressional districts with the highest shares of college graduates while Republicans controlled 64 percent of the districts with the lowest shares.[43] The numbers are undeniable, but while they help make sense of broad voting trends, they don’t account for the extreme behaviors and beliefs of so many elected officials. If education and wealth inoculated people against paranoid conspiracism, our political class would be largely immune to it.

				What follows is not a postmortem of Trump and Trumpism, which would be premature for as long as he remains in public life, or an attempt to predict his political future, which is beyond my own or anyone else’s ken. Think of this book instead as a set of reflections, developed in real time, about the American right wing’s politics of fear. Its overarching argument is that Trumpism is what happens—and what has always happened, albeit under different circumstances and with different names—when two of the main wires that feed into the American identity cross. One of them is Protestant religiosity. The other is the worldly individualism that we associate with the eighteenth-century Enlightenment. Each is bottom-up and anti-aristocratic, and both are compatible with capitalism. But they are not compatible with each other; touch them together and they spark. When that happens, an infrastructure of cable TV news, talk radio, podcasts, and social media, aided and abetted by Vladimir Putin’s army of trolls, who work assiduously to inflame whatever divisions they find, ensures that the fire catches and spreads. Still another structural factor that plays into Trumpism are the eternal conflicts between town and country and agriculture and finance, exacerbated by our society’s rising inequalities and the status anxieties that afflict its left-behinds.

				The first three chapters or essays, “Conspiracies and Conspiracy Theories,” “The Paranoid Style and the Art of the Deal,” and “Through the Looking Glass,” recount the re-emergence of America’s paranoid style over the last several decades, starting on the farthest fringes of the right, whose die-hard denizens had never given up their hopes of seeing the New Deal, the civil rights movement, the sexual revolution, and the First, Thirteenth, Fourteenth, Fifteenth, and Sixteenth Amendments to the Constitution repealed, and who eventually colonized and annexed the Republican Party. In the chapter entitled “Cognitive Dissonance,” I identify that well-known bias as a tool to help understand thought contagions, from 1950s-era flying saucer cults to the QAnon movement today.

				“The Deepest Bias(es)” includes a thumbnail history of American anti-Catholicism, which is both older and more hardwired into our national identity than anti-Semitism and maybe even anti-Black hatreds. And finally, in “Farm and City, Church and State,” I look at the long-standing conflicts between urban businesses and rural farmers, and the rise of Christian nationalism, while exploring a surprising twist on the term “witch hunt.” Along the way, I share some of my personal observations of MAGA America during a pivotal moment in 2022, gleaned at a Trump rally I attended in Pennsylvania.

				Richard Hofstadter’s essay
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