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Introduction

Donald J. Trump’s extraordinary rise to the presidency of the United States evoked astonishment and wonder, but also concern. Was Trump some sort of Russian agent? Had Moscow propelled Trump into the White House, and in the process sowed discord in society while undermining American democracy? Russia was presented as some sort of all-seeing and all-powerful malevolent force. According to this version, Moscow with extraordinary foresight had long cultivated Trump, and had enough kompromat (compromising material) to render him a faithful tool of Russian interests. The two colluded to get Trump elected on 8 November 2016, and that explains why he refused to accept the evidence presented by his intelligence agencies that Russia had ‘meddled’ in the election, and why he was so complimentary about the Russian president Vladimir Putin. To critics, this version lacks factual basis, and while Russia may have been involved in 2016, its ‘active measures’ (aktivnye meropriyatiya) were at the most marginal and certainly did not determine the outcome. As some of the more extreme versions of the Russiagate allegations unravelled, opinions converged on the view that the response to the claims of Russian interference may have been more damaging than the meddling itself.

Four powerful narratives collide with explosive effect. First, Trump’s rise to the presidency was so extraordinary that people looked for some sort of external force that helped him win the most powerful office in the Western hemisphere. Second, U.S. domestic politics, social discontents, insurgent social movements, discordant political ideologies, and institutional and policy paralysis were clearly aligned in such a way as to allow this maverick figure to win an election that even he expected to lose. Third, by 2016, the crisis of the post-cold war international order had precipitated wars in Georgia and Ukraine and the remilitarisation of European security signalled the onset of a new cold war. Finally, the contradictions and achievements of Russia’s domestic transformation gave rise to the Putin phenomenon, a mixture of tough-minded re-assertion of perceived Russian national interests accompanied by a thorough disenchantment with the West. Thus, if anyone was going to be blamed for Trump’s ascent, then it would be Russia.

This has been a difficult book to write. First, there is the fundamental methodological problem that we still do not know what really happened. Much of the relevant material remains classified, although in the late Trump years much important material came into the public domain. Amid the swirling tide of conspiracy theories and endless allegations and counter-claims, it is hard to maintain balance and judgement. This work has drawn on major official documentation, Congressional records, a rich seam of first-hand memoirs and reams of secondary analysis, as well as interviews with some Russian and American policy analysts and participants. Second, the logic and dynamic of Russian actions remain the source of considerable controversy. Some Russian actions were misguided, some outright malevolent, and some largely innocent, but in this story always interpreted in the worst possible light by those responsible for America’s security. To err on the side of caution is understandable, even commendable, but the projection of domestic political polarisation and conflicts into international affairs, especially when dealing with a nuclear-armed power, is dangerous to the point of foolhardiness. One of Trump’s few stable policy preferences was improved relations with Russia, which itself induced suspicion, and Moscow was ready to reciprocate. The Russiagate allegations not only put an end to hopes of rapprochement but also damaged relations to make them worse than for most of the original cold war. Third, and this is the essence of the Russiagate tragedy, many people acting out of the best of motives – U.S. security and the defence of American democracy – helped provoke the further polarisation of American society, the deepening of distrust in the electoral process, the corruption of the media, the politicisation of the security services and, above all, the sowing of mistrust between two great powers that will poison relations for years to come.

The problem, then, is how to cover all four issues, without the book becoming monstrous in size and confused in presentation. In what follows coverage of the four themes will be unequal, with the focus on the first: the core Russiagate charge that Russia ‘meddled’ in the U.S. presidential election in a variety of ways to shape the outcome, accompanied by the fundamental allegation that Trump in some way ‘colluded’ with Russia to win the White House. The overall methodology is an interpretive analysis accompanied by process-tracing and detailed analysis. In trying to make sense of it all, the question then arises: Sense from whose perspective? In the polarised politics of today, and in conditions of the intense passions provoked by the new cold war, truth itself has become a victim, just as it did in the original cold war from the late 1940s to 1989. In the cold war, foundational perspectives themselves became the basis of the confrontation, with varieties of socialism (mostly in conflict with each other) ranged against defenders of liberal capitalist modernity, with an important strand of democratic socialism in between, accompanied by various peace movements and the Non-Aligned Movement. Such foundational narratives are now mostly a thing of the past, but instead of heralding a new era of peace, reconciliation and enlightenment (as so many anticipated at the end of the cold war in 1989), the institutional and ideational structures of the cold war were perpetuated in the West, while in the East, the democratic norms of tolerance, political pluralism, transparency and accountability remain far from consolidated.

It soon became clear that official narratives and accounts were no more truthful, and often quite considerably less so, than a range of alternative sources. The traditional print media and their associated websites lined up on one side or another as the Russiagate story unfolded, and very few remained objective as the traditional values of impartiality and truth-seeking became victim to partisanship. Trump freely denounced anything he did not like as ‘fake news’ and his relationship with the fact-based world was notoriously tenuous, but his opponents, some of whom called themselves ‘the resistance’, often created a no less misleading ‘alternative reality’ that undermined their own credibility. Commentary on Russia became a free-fire zone, in which respectable journalists and commentators presented distortions and misrepresentations as fact. Standard methods of causality, intentionality and rationality appear to have gone out of the window. In coverage of Russiagate, old-fashioned mainstream standards of ‘bourgeois objectivity’ appear to have dissolved. There is little of use in the voluminous output of the various think tanks on both sides of the Atlantic, and some is as propagandistic as it was during the cold war. This explains why alternative sources of information have become so important. The web-based information sphere is certainly full of cranky views and conspiracy theories, but some sites offered consistently fine and critical analysis, and despite the intense polarisation some journalists have emerged with credit.

Russiagate is a combination of many things. Ultimately, it throws a profound light on the major political dilemmas of our times, ranging from the rise of a new type of societal and state-centred populism, the breakdown of the post-cold war international order, the erosion of traditional patterns of civility and due process, the consolidation of the power of a cross-national security apparatus that became the driver of a whole set of political actions and the legitimate scope for resistance to a properly elected president who threatened the foundations of the system that allowed him to be elected. Russia was used as the stick by Trump’s opponents with which to beat him, but thereby only exacerbated the domestic and international crises which gave rise to him in the first place. With so many plots, sub-plots and red herrings, it is hard to make sense of it all, but if at the end the reader understands at least the main issues and facts of the case, then this book will have succeeded in its purpose.

Canterbury, June 2021




Chapter 1

 The Russians Are Coming

It was not supposed to be like this. The world was surprised in 2016 when Donald J. Trump became the Republican Party candidate for the American presidency, and amazed when he went on to win the presidential election on 8 November. The Democratic Party nominee, Hillary Rodham Clinton, was an experienced politician with a long record of public service, whereas Trump had never held public office. Polls throughout the campaign had shown Clinton with a strong lead, and although the gap narrowed in the final days, her victory appeared assured. How, then, did she manage to lose a race that was hers to win? The answer had been lurking in the background throughout the campaign, but now emerged with full force: Russian interference. This explained the inexplicable. A malevolent entity with extraordinary foresight had cultivated Trump and gathered compromising material to turn him into a faithful servant of Russian interests. As a result, so the story goes, the Russian president Vladimir Putin colluded with Trump to get the latter elected as the ‘Manchurian candidate’, a man whose identity had been reshaped to serve his masters in the Kremlin.1 It appeared to fulfil Philip Roth’s Plot against America, in which an outsider with weak democratic credentials takes the presidency with the help of a foreign power.2 For his critics, this explains why Trump refused to accept the evidence presented by intelligence agencies that Russia had interfered in the election, and why he was so complimentary about Vladimir Putin. However, for Trump and his supporters, the Russia accusations were not only absurd but also tainted his victory and deprived him of room for manoeuvre in relations with Russia. The idea that he was little more than a Russian stooge who collaborated with Moscow for political and economic benefit undermined the legitimacy of his victory and paralysed his ability to govern. By any standards, this is an extraordinary story, and its various elements come together as ‘Russiagate’.


Russian Misdeeds

Russiagate is one of the most mystifying yet consequential events of our time. It stymied Trump’s declared foreign policy ambitions while damaging the quality of American democracy. Two issues collided with explosive effect. The first was the crisis in American domestic institutions and political processes. American domestic conflicts, social discontents, working-class job insecurity, stagnant middle-class incomes, insurgent social movements, polarised political ideologies and institutional paralysis combined with business, defence and intelligence groups to allow a maverick figure to win an election that even he expected to lose. The country was clearly looking for change, but instead of offering a fresh candidate Clinton was the epitome of establishment thinking, who effectively stood as the continuity candidate of the Barack Obama two-term presidency (2009–2017). These domestic tensions intersected with the crisis of the post-cold war international order. By 2016, the conflict in Ukraine was in its third year, accompanied by the increased militarisation of European security and the deprecation of Russia. This signalled the onset of a new cold war, in which the ideological confrontation and great power contestation of the original cold war from the late 1940s to 1989 were resurrected. The roots of the second conflict lie in the way that issues remained unresolved at the end of the first. In the twenty-five years, between the end of the original cold war in 1989 and the onset of the second in 2014, none of the fundamental problems of European security had been resolved. The expansion of North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) and Russia’s increasing resistance to the enlargement of the Atlantic power system gave way to renewed cold war.3 Russia became a challenger state apparently seeking revenge by supporting Trump, who had signalled that he would improve relations with Moscow.

The basic allegation is that in one way or another, the Russian state or affiliated agencies colluded with Trump’s campaign team to enhance his prospects while reducing those of Clinton. Collusion is defined as ‘secret or illegal cooperation, especially between countries or organisations’, which suggests that such activity may be either good or bad, although the illegal character of the activity means that there is a presumption of something nefarious going on. In our case, this is certainly the relevant interpretation. The collusion between Trump and the Russian authorities was allegedly prompted by a long-term strategy to cultivate him as a Russian ‘asset’, including by supporting his schemes, some of which faced perilous finances (it was not for nothing that Trump was known as ‘the king of debt’), as well as holding compromising material (kompromat) on him. The collusion is alleged to have taken the form of various meetings between campaign staffers and the Russian authorities, including with the veteran Russian ambassador to the United States, Sergei Kislyak. The various contacts between Trump associates and the Russian regime are alleged to have been the result of some sort of malfeasance or collusion, turning Trump into the ‘Siberian candidate’, a mutation of the earlier cold war Manchurian variant.

To achieve their goal, Russian military intelligence (the GRU) ‘hacked’ into the server of the Democratic National Committee (DNC) and the Democratic Campaign Congressional Committee (DCCC) and released embarrassing materials to WikiLeaks, the web-based investigative site founded by Julian Assange in 2006. The publication of 44,053 emails and 17,761 attachments from senior DNC officials provoked speculation that their release was coordinated with the Trump team. The messages revealed that the DNC was not impartial but sought to facilitate the nomination of Clinton and acted to the detriment of the independent left-leaning senator from Vermont, Bernie Sanders. The aim was to mine political intelligence, but whether it was intended specifically to help Trump win the election is more questionable. As we shall see, there is a question whether the DNC was hacked, with WikiLeaks insisting that the material was leaked from an identified source.

The hackers also gained access to the emails of Clinton’s campaign director, John Podesta, following a successful spearphishing email sent on 19 March 2016. The Podesta emails exposed Clinton’s close relationship with Wall Street bankers, high speaking fees for secret speeches and apparent hypocrisy in condemning privilege while enjoying its benefits. There was also information about the Clinton Foundation and unflattering personal material about Clinton. The genuine revelations spawned a sub-industry of conspiracy theories, including the fabricated claim that the emails contained coded messages that connected leading Democrats with some restaurants and an alleged human trafficking and child sex ring (the Pizzagate conspiracy theory). Overall, WikiLeaks published 64,000 Podesta emails, releasing them gradually (unlike the massive 22 July DNC release), which kept the email issue in the news all the way through to the November election. There was a ceaseless drip of embarrassing revelations, above all about the relentless pursuit of funds by Clinton and her team. The Podesta emails reinforced the image of Clinton as unprincipled and greedy.

At the same time, Russia is alleged to have waged a social media campaign to support Trump but above all to ‘sow discord’ in American politics, and thus to undermine American democracy. The Internet Research Agency (IRA) based in St Petersburg deployed sock-puppet (trolls) accounts (humans who pretend to be what they are not) and their automated versions (bots) to influence public debate by sharing sites and voicing divisive opinions. These allegedly shaped voter preferences and depressed turnout among some key constituencies, above all people of colour. In what turned out to be a tight election, Russian social media interference may have switched the vote in crucial swing states, notably Michigan, Pennsylvania and Wisconsin. A swing of just 77,744 votes would have tipped these states into Clinton’s camp.4 There is much debate over the effect of these Russian social media interventions, which were tiny in comparison with the total vast output. The IRA did pump out material that was derogatory about Clinton, but much of this output had nothing to do with the election (it was clickbait designed to increase traffic), and a large proportion came after voting day. However, even small pressure could have tilted the scales in certain strategic locations, especially when amplified by mass media reporting of the issue.

During the campaign, John Bolton, who was to serve as Trump’s third national security adviser between April 2018 and September 2019, called Russian electoral interference an ‘act of war’.5 The seriousness of the allegations provoked numerous investigations by U.S. security agencies and Congressional committees, complemented from May 2017 by a special counsel investigation headed by Robert S. Mueller III. Mueller was tasked to investigate ‘any links and/or coordination between the Russian government and individuals associated with the campaign of President Donald Trump’. During his term as director of the FBI from 2001 to 2013, Mueller shifted the focus of the agency’s work from combating U.S. crime to fighting global terror. A graduate of Princeton, Mueller was one of the last of the old-school Ivy League Republicans whose sense of public duty eschewed personal vanity and entitlement. The contrast could hardly be greater with Trump, who dismissed the investigation as a ‘witch-hunt’ and brusquely rejected the charge of collusion.

The Mueller Report was completed in March and a redacted version was published on 28 April 2019. The Introduction boldly asserted that ‘The Russian government interfered in the 2016 election in sweeping and systematic fashion’.6 Those who looked to Mueller to provide some startling new evidence that would torpedo the Trump presidency were disappointed. The report examined the two known operations by Russian agencies, the GRU hacking and the St Petersburg trolling operation, and analysed the activities of the Russiagate cast and its major incidents: Trump’s foreign policy adviser Carter Page’s relations with Russia, the 9 June 2016 Trump Tower meeting between some Russians and Donald Trump Jr, the Paul Manafort case, the alleged offences of George Papadopoulos (another of Trump’s short-lasting foreign policy advisers), the meetings with Kislyak and other arcana associated with the saga. Mueller’s equivocal formulation – that Russia interfered in a ‘systematic’ manner yet had not colluded with Trump, and the various incidents demonstrated not ‘sweeping’ but surprisingly insubstantial interference – opened a floodgate of commentary. The outcome came as no surprise for those who had long questioned the fundamental premise of the investigation, while for others Mueller was the God that failed to destroy the Trump presidency.

The material on the IRA summarised the February 2018 indictment of thirteen Russian nationals and Yevgeny Prigozhin (‘Putin’s cook’) who bankrolled the operation. The report asserted that the IRA’s aim was to ‘sow social discord’, but this was imputed rather than proved. The report concluded that ‘these operations constituted “active measures”’, a reference to Soviet disinformation activities. The report detailed Prigozhin’s publicly known ties to Putin, but the precise relationship between the IRA and the Kremlin was not analysed. The report cited the $100,000 that the IRA spent on Facebook ads as evidence of its influence on American society yet failed to place this in context. It implied that this paltry sum could have a greater effect than the $1.2 billion spent by the Clinton campaign, the Democratic Party and associated Political Action Committees (PACs), twice as much as the $600 million spent by the Trump campaign. The original indictment named a company that did not exist at the time, but this was later dropped from Mueller’s report.7

The report then detailed the specific GRU cyber-warfare units which hacked the Clinton campaign and the DNC and then released the emails through Russian-sponsored cut-outs, Guccifer 2.0 and DCLeaks, as well as WikiLeaks. These were ‘designed and timed to interfere with the 2016 US presidential election and undermine the Clinton Campaign’. Large parts were redacted, but as with the July 2018 indictment, the report suggested detailed knowledge of the inner workings of the GRU, to the point that ‘evidence was sufficient to support computer-intrusion (and other) charges against GRU officers’. The report claims that the GRU hacked into 30 DNC and 29 DCCC computers and downloaded data using the ‘X-Tunnel’ software. The GRU gained access to Clinton campaign co-chair Podesta’s email account when he clicked on a spearphishing message on 19 March and gained access to the DCCC’s account when a staffer clicked on a similar email on 6 April 2016. As for the main hack of the DNC servers, the FBI or Mueller never conducted forensic examinations of their own. Instead, they relied on CrowdStrike, a private contractor hired by the Democrats to examine the servers. The material was then published, according to the report, through DCLeaks and Guccifer 2.0, ‘fictitious online personas’ created by the GRU, and later through WikiLeaks. Mueller argues that Guccifer 2.0 was the source of the emails and that he was a persona managed by Russian operators.

Surprisingly, Mueller provided no proof of this, and neither did he give specific evidence of the transfer of the DNC emails from Guccifer 2.0 to WikiLeaks. Mueller admits that the ‘first known contact’ between Guccifer 2.0 and WikiLeaks was on 15 September 2016, months after the documents were published. Instead, the report speculates on the use of ‘intermediaries’ in summer 2016.8 As we shall see, the degree to which WikiLeaks coordinated with the Kremlin in the publication of the emails is a matter of considerable controversy. Assange strongly rejects the charge that he worked for or conspired with Russian agencies and states unequivocally that the Russian government was not the source of the emails. This supports the view of those who argue that the DNC download took place via a local thumb drive (USB memory stick) and not remote exfiltration. Mueller devoted 199 pages to conspiracy (he rejected the term ‘collusion’ as having no legal weight), but the evidence to support conspiratorial behaviour was remarkably thin. The second part of the report was devoted to obstruction, detailing eleven instances in which Trump and his team impeded or subverted the investigation.

As the Mueller investigation ground on, the Trump administration tried to govern. It managed to push through a massive tax cut, intended to unleash hitherto suppressed entrepreneurial energies, but its immediate effect was to deepen inequality. Funds to build Trump’s vaunted anti-immigrant wall with Mexico were not forthcoming, and in foreign policy, Trump was unable to fulfil his campaign pledge to improve relations with Russia. The promise itself became the object of suspicion and fuelled the Russiagate investigations. Senior agent Peter Strzok, the head of the FBI’s counter-espionage section and lead Russiagate investigator, argues that ‘many of Trump’s actions, large and small, public and secret, were so inexplicably aligned with those of Russia that the coincidence – if it was a coincidence – had become impossible to ignore’.9 Trump’s challenge to the bipartisan new cold war consensus was considered less a rational policy option than some sort of intrigue. The FBI was convinced that Moscow held kompromat on Trump, forcing him to kowtow to Moscow.10 Trump then was forced to prove otherwise, encouraging the administration to adopt harsh measures including ramping up sanctions, expelling diplomats, closing consular offices and pursuing uncompromising policies in Ukraine and elsewhere.

This was exacerbated by Trump’s appointment of hard-line security veterans to key positions, the so-called ‘adults in the room’. National security adviser General H. R. McMaster, chief of staff John Kelly and defence secretary Jim ‘mad dog’ Mattis were conventional cold war defenders of American primacy and exceptionalism. Bolton, who replaced McMaster in April 2018, was even more a forceful neoconservative interventionist, while Rex Tillerson’s replacement as secretary of state in the same month, Mike Pompeo, was hardly less militant. As the former head of ExxonMobil, Tillerson at least had the advantage of a close relationship with Putin, whom he visited regularly and from whom he received the Order of Friendship medal in 2013. Tillerson recounts how in 2014 in Sochi Putin told him that ‘I’ve given up on your President Obama. He doesn’t do anything he says he’s going to do. I can’t deal with someone who does not follow through on his promises. I’ll wait for your next president’.11 Putin also felt that the U.S. treated Russia ‘like a banana republic’, and a year earlier warned that ‘You Americans think you won the cold war. You did not win the cold war. We never fought that war. We could have, but we didn’t’, and he reminded Tillerson that Russia was a nuclear power ‘As powerful as you’.12 Tillerson told Mattis that the new president would have ‘an opening with Putin and could perhaps even develop a constructive relationship’.13 Mattis was sceptical, and in the end, the Russiagate scandal put paid to whatever chance there may have been for that.

Trump was undoubtedly the most disruptive post-war American president. His disdain for the multilateral institutions of the post-war international system and his open contempt for many of America’s traditional allies and the country’s alliance system as a whole did as much to weaken the country’s status and prestige as any other event in the modern era. To the degree that Moscow’s intervention helped get Trump elected, Russia was responsible for the deleterious consequences. This explains the intense bipartisan pressure to hold Russia to account. Congress was fired up by the charges of Russian interference to adopt draconian new sanctions, greatly extending those adopted by executive order by Obama. In July 2017, the House of Representatives voted 419–3 and on 28 July the U.S. Senate voted 98–2 in support of what is officially called ‘HR 3364 Countering America’s Adversaries through Sanctions Act’, or CAATSA. The measure limited the president’s ability to ease or lift sanctions. Given the overwhelming vote in Congress, Trump on 2 August 2017 (regretfully) signed the legislation into law. Concessions, and even engagement, with Russia were interpreted as proof that Trump was in some way beholden to Moscow. Relations with Russia deteriorated to a level below anything seen during the original cold war. With few substantive channels of communication between the two major nuclear powers and with no rules of engagement, the danger of conflict was probably higher than at any point since World War II.



Russiagate and New Cold War

The suffix ‘gate’, since the Watergate break-in and subsequent cover-up by President Richard Nixon in the early 1970s, denotes some sort of scandal and is today used to cover a multitude of sins. The roots of the Watergate scandal lie in Nixon’s attempt to spy on the campaign of his Democratic opponents in 1972, and since then the term has been cheapened by its profligate use, yet in this case its application is appropriate.14 The Russiagate scandal is if anything of greater consequence than the original Watergate scandal. In the earlier case, the dogged investigation by two Washington Post reporters, Carl Bernstein and Robert Woodward, in the end provoked Nixon’s resignation on 9 August 1974.15 Their investigation still has the power to enthral and remains a testimony to the values of independent journalism of a more innocent era. Truth could still be distinguished from falsehood and so-called ‘fake news’ had still not appeared, although ‘disinformation’ – the presentation of material intended to deceive – was certainly present. In Russiagate, the main media organisations and commentators lined up on one side or the other and accused the other of disinformation. Russiagate is a symptom of the polarised political culture of our times and the decline of what were once described as the Enlightenment values of impartiality and truth-seeking. This creates ‘neo-journalism’, in which the story is tailored to an existing set of beliefs.

This was exacerbated by the pressures of post-war international confrontation. Michael Glennon advances a sophisticated version of the idea of a ‘deep state’, based not on some conspiracy of the left or right to undermine democratic institutions but the structural development of the American state after 1945. Drawing on the distinction drawn in the late nineteenth century by the British journalist Walter Bagehot between the ‘dignified’ institutions, such as the monarchy and the House of Lords, and the ‘efficient’ institutions, such as the cabinet and House of Commons, that actually do the governing, Glennon applies this dual state model to the United States. The ‘dignified’ institutions in his view are Madisonian: the courts, Congress and the presidency that draw their authority from the constitution. However, in foreign and security policy, the country is governed by ‘Trumanite’ entities: the ramified national security structures and associated corporations spawned by the cold war that survived and proliferated afterwards.16 The close ties between business, the state and the public sphere are well documented.17 The Trumanite bodies endure because of the legitimacy they gain by being embedded in the Madisonian matrix; but the effectiveness of constitutional control has withered because of the inherent complexity of national security issues, as well as the enduring bipartisan ideological consensus on America’s ‘leadership’ (reformulated in the Trump era as ‘greatness’) in world affairs. Obama-era White House staffer Ben Rhodes termed the foreign policy establishment ‘the blob’.18 This group, mostly located in Washington and its environs, is preoccupied by the apparent decline of American hegemony: ‘It has been distinguished by its unwillingness, or inability, to reconsider or reprioritize national interests that were first defined after World War II, and then continued, by and large, on auto-pilot after the end of the cold war’.19 Trump challenged what he considered to be the ossified and anachronistic ‘Trumanite’ multilateral formats of the national security state abroad, notably NATO, which confirmed the concerns of the military-intelligence community, who then naturally ramped up the Russiagate allegations.

The Democrats argue that Trump conspired with the Russians to win the election, but Michael Wolff (the author of one of the earliest exposés of the Trump administration) notes that ‘the Trumpers believed that the Obama administration had conspired with the intelligence community to make it seem [italics in original] as if Trump and his people had conspired with the Russians to fix the election. It was not Trump and the Russians who had successfully stolen the election; it was Obama and his cohorts who had tried and failed to steal it’.20 According to Andrew McCarthy, a trenchant critic of the Russiagate allegations, the ‘real collusion scheme’ was not with Russia. Instead, the Obama administration ‘put the awesome powers’ of the U.S. security apparatus in the service of getting Clinton elected and, failing that, to set in motion an ‘insurance policy’ in the unlikely event that Trump won. This took the form of an investigation that Trump ‘would be powerless to shut down’, which would ‘simultaneously monitor and taint him’, and that would internalise ‘Clinton campaign-generated opposition research, limning Trump and his campaign as complicit in Russian espionage’. The investigation would ‘hunt for a crime under the guise of counterintelligence’.21 In short, Trump’s opponents used the collusion narrative to defeat him, ‘and if
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