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			Introduction

			The Trump Conundrum: World-Historic Leader or Existential Threat?

			On the afternoon of July 13, 2024, those who checked their smartphones for an update on the news were informed that the sound of gunshots had been heard at the Trump campaign rally being held that day in Butler, Pennsylvania. Later, after some confusion, the news agencies announced that there had been an assassination attempt on the life of the former president. Those who switched on their televisions were able to see replays of the events as they had unfolded.

			First, Trump touched his ear, and then he dropped behind his podium, while Secret Service agents piled on top of him. A few moments later, Trump rose back up onto his feet, and, with blood streaming down his face, he lifted his arm in a gesture of defiance as bold as the three words he spoke: “Fight! Fight! Fight!” The photographer who caught this image could not have staged it better.

			Unsurprisingly, given the current American obsession with conspiracy theories, there were those on the unhinged left who believed that the whole assassination attempt had been staged by Trump himself, despite the fact that one of his supporters had been killed in the sniper attack. Equally unsurprising, there were those on the unhinged right who claimed that Biden had given the orders for the killing, despite evidence that the would-be assassin, Thomas Matthew Crooks, had apparently considered taking out President Biden himself.

			Eventually, even those in the liberal media who despised him came around to accept that Trump had narrowly escaped a genuine attempt on his life. For his many supporters, Trump had been spared by an act of Divine Providence. Liberal critics would later attack Trump’s supporters for seeing the hand of God at work in sparing his life. This was part of their broader attack on the allegedly dangerous rise of homegrown fascism under the guise of White Christian Nationalism, by which these liberal critics meant the white, working-class churchgoers who still got goose bumps when they heard the national anthem.

			Trump himself, with his skill for turning every adversity into a political opportunity, was delighted that the camera had so perfectly captured him in his spontaneous moment of courageous defiance. Why should he not play it for all it was worth? It was an image as blazingly iconic as Jacques-Louis David’s famous canvas of Napoleon crossing the Alps. Yet while David’s portrait of the hero on horseback was the product of much labor and David’s own considerable artistic imagination—First Consul Bonaparte had brusquely refused even to pose for him—the portrait of the MAGA hero had been as unpremeditated as one of Trump’s famous off-the-cuff remarks. Whatever else Trump might be, no one could continue to deny that he was the real thing. In an era of political phonies, Trump’s raw authenticity was as winning to his fans as it was confounding to his enemies. Whatever his mission was, Trump was behind it all the way.

			But what was that mission?

			No sooner had Trump announced his original bid for the presidency on June 16, 2015, than speculation began on what his mission could be. It was entirely reasonable to ask why a man who had never served a day in government should run for the highest office in the land. It was true that Trump possessed a major political asset: By 2016, he had become a household name, thanks to his skill at self-promotion, first as a real estate tycoon, then as a best-selling author, and finally as the celebrity host of the popular reality TV show, The Apprentice.

			By 2016, Trump was perhaps the most famous billionaire on the planet. Yet though he chose to run as a Republican, he quickly made it apparent that he was as much opposed to the Republican Establishment as he was to the Democratic Establishment. Outsiders had run for the presidency before, but had anyone ever been so outside the Establishment as Trump? Ross Perot had been another billionaire outsider, but in 1992, he had run on a third-party ticket. Trump, in contrast, was determined to win the nomination of one of America’s two major political parties.

			Had presidential candidates still been chosen in the smoke-filled rooms of old by party big-shots, Trump would have been denied any chance of winning the Republican nomination. But thanks to the progressives of the early twentieth century, the state primary system they introduced had allowed Trump to make an end-run around the Republican Establishment, much to the dismay of party insiders. This was Trump’s first coup, demonstrating his uncanny ability to reach out to traditional Republican voters who had grown unhappy with their own party. The Bush dynasty had ended with George W. Bush and was not to be resumed by his brother Jeb, despite the smart money having earlier regarded him as the obvious candidate to lead the Republican Party.

			By clinching the Republican nomination, Trump forced those who had previously regarded his candidacy as a joke to take him seriously. By this time, they were dealing not only with Trump the man but also with the political movement that he had ignited under the slogan Make America Great Again (MAGA). This term came into vogue to describe the enthusiastic crowds that attended Trump’s signature rallies. Those who cheered and whooped it up at these raucous events were generally working-class men and women lacking a college degree. They went to church, believed in God, and loved their country—and their country music as well. Like Trump himself, many were fans of pro wrestling and McDonald’s French fries. In the eyes of their sophisticated critics, however, both conservative and liberal, the MAGA folk were a breed apart: hicks, yokels, and rednecks. Half of them, as Hillary Clinton famously declared, were nothing but “a basket of deplorables.”

			The fact that so many of Trump’s critics openly attacked his supporters was a striking departure from traditional American politics. It had always been permissible to attack a political opponent, indeed to call him or her every name in the book. But their supporters were deemed off limits, and wisely so. No good could ever come from attacking large swaths of the American electorate. Yet this radical departure from the norm showed that the critics of the MAGA movement were struggling to grasp a political phenomenon that they found frankly inexplicable—the resurgence in twenty-first-century America of a style of politics they assumed had long been dead: American populism.

			In the post–World War II era, the once powerful tradition of American populism had fallen out of favor as American liberals and progressives began to put their trust in a government run by a highly educated expert elite—a meritocracy, in short. Far better to let such an elite make decisions for the good of the country than to leave those decisions to the ignorant masses. The last significant American populist, Huey Long, had died at the hands of an assassin in 1935 and is mostly remembered dismissively as a power-hungry demagogue. What’s forgotten in today’s dominant view of populism as a right-wing phenomenon composed of racists and xenophobes, leading to authoritarianism and fascism, is that the populist tradition in this country was historically left wing. Thus Long’s program included such radical proposals as a guaranteed minimum personal income and free medical services for all—ideas now embraced by the mainstream American left.

			Even more remote from this stereotype was the Democratic Party’s own populist hero, William Jennings Bryan, who was by the standards of his time a genuine progressive, advocating labor reforms, government regulation of monopolies, a system of federally insured deposits, and staunch opposition to the rise of American imperialist ambitions. In 1910, Bryan threw his support for the cause of women’s suffrage, eight years before the liberal icon Woodrow Wilson.

			Today, many are unaware of the critical role the tradition of progressive populism once played in our national politics. They have even come to see populism and progressivism as mutually exclusive. But the progressive wing of the Democratic party would nominate Bryan three times for the presidency, in 1896, 1900, and 1908—a record only matched by FDR and (much later) Donald Trump.

			Like all populists in our nation’s history, Bryan took the side of ordinary people against the elite of his day. His concern with relieving the debts of poorer citizen led him to embrace a policy of “easy money.” In the period between 1776 and 1787, this had taken the form of states that issued their own paper currency. For these early populists, the principle was the more paper money, the better, since inflation would benefit the debtors. Bryan offered another solution: bimetallism. By allowing silver to join gold as the basis of American currency, more bills could be issued, resulting in relief to debtors, but at the expense of their creditors.

			The Republican Party under William McKinley had vigorously opposed Bryan’s progressive-populist agenda. They especially deplored his bimetallist scheme since by McKinley’s day, the once Radical Republicans had become champions of the wealthy and secure. But then, American conservatives have always been stern opponents of populism. Like their perennial hero, Alexander Hamilton, they preferred to see the nation under the management of those they called “natural aristocrats,” who, by no very great coincidence, happened to be men like Hamilton himself—men of considerable property, native intelligence, and learning. According to a quite credible legend, Hamilton—a staunch advocate of elite rule, a powerful federal government, and an “energetic” executive—had famously put down the populists of his own era by the remark, “Your people, sir—your people is a great beast.”

			Suddenly, for many appalled by Trump and the MAGA movement, the great beast was back—only this time, on the right. And it was this fact, in addition to Trump’s flamboyant personality, that led many in an elite composed largely of educated liberals to try to assign him and his movement to some historical or conceptual category.

			For many, the populist demagogue Adolf Hitler was the obvious antecedent. He too had held great rallies; he too had millions of devoted followers; he too promised to restore his country’s greatness, revive its economy, and turn the tables on its adversaries at home and abroad. Efforts were made to plausibly link Trump to Hitler by accusing his father, real estate developer Fred Trump, who had a German background, of being a literal Nazi and a racist who refused to rent apartments to Black tenants.

			Those who drew this analogy were not just Democratic Party hacks but also Republican neo-conservatives whose hold on power and influence was threatened by Trump’s movement. The Yale historian Timothy Snyder published a bestselling book arguing that America under Trump was on the road to fascism. Snyder’s fear of an impending American Reich eventually led him to emigrate to Canada during Trump’s second term.

			Benito Mussolini, the fascist leader of Italy, offered another historical model. Though widely regarded during the twenties and thirties as a great statesman by figures like Churchill and many American Progressives, he is now mainly remembered as a strutting and posturing egomaniac. And what else was Trump—whose bombastic speech and oversized ego even his warmest supporters found hard to deny?

			Yet while Trump did bear some resemblance to these demagogic figures, the analogy ultimately broke down. Thus, as president, he did not shut down the opposition press, throw his opponents in jail, deploy an army of brown- or black-shirted thugs to beat people up in the streets, or ultimately refuse to leave office after initially denying his loss to Joe Biden in 2020. He also lacked a revolutionary program involving a theory of racial or ethnic superiority and an accompanying plan of global domination. (Efforts to paint him as antisemitic fell flat in light of his daughter’s marital conversion to Judaism, his recognition of Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, and the elevation of his Jewish son-in-law to a prominent peacemaking role in the Middle East.)

			But if Trump couldn’t be strictly compared to Hitler, he could certainly be labeled a would-be authoritarian dictator fueled by base impulses of greed, hate, and an unquenchable lust for power. To this end, it was useful for a group of psychiatrists to diagnose him as a “malignant narcissist,” hence a pathological menace to both the United States and the world. These public-minded mental health professionals felt that their “duty to warn” overrode the normal ethical constraints against diagnosing a patient they had not personally treated. But this was nothing compared to the liberal journalists who proudly threw professional ethical constraints to the wind by heroically putting their duty to warn, indeed to resist at all costs, above the traditional task of neutrally reporting on events.

			For others, it was enough to label Trump a thoroughly bad person: a racist, a xenophobe, a misogynist and rapist, a felon, a crook and a con man. But if Trump were indeed all these things, what did that make his devoted followers? To many critics, it was obvious that his MAGA fan base had erected a “cult of personality” like those that had surrounded Mussolini, Hitler, Stalin, and Mao. Only this explained why Trump’s blind followers, many of whom were fundamentalist Christians, were willing to overlook his numerous sins and manifest character flaws. Furthermore, if Trump were guilty of the crimes of nationalism, xenophobia, homophobia, transphobia, nativism, sexism, antisemitism, and racism, then so too were the millions who made up the MAGA movement. This was exactly the kind of man they wanted to see in power, reflecting their own benighted prejudices and hatreds.

			The first Trump administration turned into a relentless display of resistance theater: Calls for his impeachment were heard even before he took office; there was obvious collusion among the press, the Democratic Party, and what came to be called the “deep state”; and all of this fueled a growing social, political, and cognitive divide between members of the liberal meritocratic elite and the national populist movement that Trump had ignited. Thus, focused on the deplorable character of their opponents, the liberal elite was slow to catch on to the substantive issues that drove this movement—issues around immigration, the economy, and other social ills—including the perception that the liberal elite and the media were trying to curtail their liberties and foist an alien value system on them.

			Of course, Trump being Trump, he did play into his enemies’ hands by challenging the results of the 2020 election, which he claimed had been stolen by his political enemies. On January 6, 2021, Trump urged his supporters to protest peacefully as Congress confirmed the election of Joseph Biden. The crowds quickly got out of hand, pouring into the halls of Congress, some intent on trying to disrupt the electoral count, while others seemed to be mere spectators of the ensuing chaos. Conservatives mostly condemned the events of January 6, but they were also inclined to downplay it as an unfortunate incident—a raucous demonstration that devolved into a riot, not a serious attempt to overthrow the government. Democrats and liberal media called it an insurrection, used it as an excuse to impeach Trump a second time, stigmatized his supporters through a campaign of vilification, and launched a massive wave of arrests and prosecutions intended to terrorize Trump’s base and drive them out of politics for good. Meanwhile, Trump was slapped with major lawsuits in multiple jurisdictions as part of attempts to convict and jail him on various charges, destroy his businesses by levying massive fines, or at minimum bar him from running for office ever again. Ironically, the obvious politicization of the justice system by Trump’s political enemies only served to make him stronger in the eyes of his supporters while calling his opponents’ legitimacy into question.

			As Trump began to mount his third campaign for the presidency, the attempts to explain him continued. Some historians found parallels to Trump in classical antiquity. Trump was another Julius Caesar, offering an updated version of Caesarism for twenty-first-century America. Other scholars turned to the epoch of European feudalism for an appropriate analogy. Now, Trump was accused of patrimonialism, a system in which medieval monarchs and emperors treated the state as their own personal property, to do with as they pleased. By supposedly “shredding” the Constitution, Trump was in fact aiming to set up his own dynasty, much like the European kings of old. (Why else had he called his youngest son Barron?) From this, it was a short step to denouncing Trump as aspiring to make himself a king—leading to the “No Kings” protests of June 14, 2025.

			What is most striking about all these efforts to reduce Trump to a hateful stereotype is their failure to provide the all-important historical context to the analogies they drew. Hitler, for example, did not produce himself. He was the product of the specific historical circumstances of Germany under the Weimar Republic, which had been created only twelve years before he came to power. By 1932, the German people were struggling with the Great Depression and a 25 percent unemployment rate. In addition, they faced a plague of problems unique to them. There was still bitterness after their shocking defeat in the First World War, even more bitterness over their Draconian treatment at the hands of the victors. They had a hopelessly deadlocked parliament, made up of several parties dedicated to the liquidation of the Weimar Republic, including extreme nationalists whose demands for the restoration of the former German Reich exceeded even Hitler’s. Finally, there was the very real threat of a Communist takeover by a party loyal to Stalin. In fact, under the octogenarian President Hindenburg, Article 48 of the Weimar Republic had been invoked over a hundred times in the two years prior to Hitler’s election. This permitted the German president to assume dictatorial powers as the only way out of the parliamentary impasses that had rendered Germany’s democratic institutions impotent to check the rise of Adolf Hitler. In contrast, by 2016, the American Republic had survived for over two centuries, without Kaisers or Führers—hardly an apt comparison with the floundering Weimar Republic.

			The same lack of historical context is an obvious failing of the other charges against Trump. Those who enthusiastically joined in the No Kings protests never quite explained how someone might become a king in twenty-first-century America. The analogy with Caesar also fails the historical test. Trump was not a military leader like Caesar or (later) Napoleon. When Caesar came to power, the Roman Republic had been in its death throes for over a century, while revolutionary France was in disarray and in need of a “republican” monarch to restore order in a society long accustomed to hereditary rule. Neither of these conditions apply to the contemporary USA.

			Perhaps the clunkiest analogy is the recent one that accuses Trump of patrimonialism, as if the United States in the twenty-first century had anything whatsoever in common with European feudalism that had passed away centuries earlier and had never taken root in American soil.

			The determination to find parallels to Trump in the Roman Empire, the Middle Ages, past European monarchies, and the totalitarian movements of the twentieth century is a bit baffling, considering that most of his positions echo those taken by previous American presidents. Washington warned against foreign entanglements, and Trump wants to reduce those that came about after the end of the Second World War. Like virtually every president of the nineteenth century, from Thomas Jefferson to McKinley, Trump favors tariffs over taxes. Like James Monroe, Trump believes that the American sphere of influence should naturally extend over the Western hemisphere. Like John Quincy Adams and many of his successors, Trump believes in America’s manifest destiny. Like Andrew Jackson, Trump led a populist revolt against a dominant elite—deeply entrenched in our capital city—that many voters believed had become complacent, corrupt, and out-of-touch. Like Lincoln, he celebrates the self-made man, although he is not one himself. He shares the expansionist visions of James Polk and Teddy Roosevelt, while seeking new frontiers like JFK. Like FDR, often called a traitor to his class, he is an elite figure who has become the tribune of a populist movement. Like Ronald Reagan, his aim is to keep a meddling government off the backs of the people.

			These appeals to ideas and policies from earlier eras of American politics do not necessarily make Trump’s adoption of them today correct; however, they do suggest that it is not to European history that we must turn to make sense of Trump, but rather to our own.

			To understand the Trump phenomenon, we need to recognize that the populist revival of our era only makes sense within the unique historical context of the American experience. It is here rather than in the faux analogies to European models that we will try to make sense of both Trump and the MAGA movement.

			First of all, there is no tradition of sustained authoritarian government in US history. Nor is there any evidence of an appetite for it, then or now. Americans at every stage of history have prized their independence and there is no sign that our heavily armed populace is remotely inclined to hand over dictatorial authority to a “dear leader”–type autocrat such as those we have repeatedly seen arise in Europe, Asia, and Latin America.

			Instead, we have had punctuated moments of authoritarian leadership, coming at moments of great crisis, conducted by democratically elected leaders who came to believe that they alone could make the hard decisions needed to save the republican experiment and were willing to break norms, suspend rights, and circumvent a legal constitutional framework that was purposely designed to limit the abuse of executive power. Moreover, these leaders were not ideologically driven but explicitly pragmatic. These, it so happens, are also the presidents we most deeply admire.

			In this book, I will argue the counterintuitive proposition that Abraham Lincoln and Franklin Delano Roosevelt are the presidents who offer the closest analogies to Donald Trump. All three led populist revolts against the rise of a would-be ruling class. All three lived at a time when government by the people was on the verge of becoming a lost cause. All three believed that they were fighting to keep democracy alive not only in their own nation but in the world as well. All three, in short, faced epochal crises.

			Epochal crises differ in magnitude and severity from the normal crises that other American presidents faced. First, they were not short-lived, such as (say) the Cuban missile crisis, which was over in a matter of weeks. Rather, they last over many years. Second, these are not out-of-the-blue crises, landing suddenly upon us without warning, as in the case of 9/11. Rather, they gradually emerge over the course of many years and are crises of the political system itself. Third, unlike the crisis brought about by the Second World War, in which virtually all Americans were on the same side, working together for a common goal, the two epochal crises—the Civil War and the Great Depression—led to intensely bitter divisions among Americans, forcing them to take one or the other side of the contest. Finally, an epochal crisis inevitably changes the course of world history. This is what made these figures, in common parlance, “world historical.” 

			In passing judgment on the merits of American presidents, we have to consider what kind of crisis they faced before we can fairly assess them. Calvin Coolidge, for example, is often admired for his minimalist idea of government. This no doubt suited his own political temperament, but such a hands-off approach was only possible because Coolidge did not face a serious crisis during his presidency. We can give high marks to John F. Kennedy for the resolution of the Cuban missile crisis: We avoided a thermonuclear war. In confronting normal crises, we have a set of standards by which we can judge the performance of the presidents who had to deal with them. Did they settle the conflict? Did they exceed the proper limits of presidential power? But by what standards can we grade how a president handles an epochal crisis, since it is the very nature of such crises to call our traditional standards in question? James Buchanan would have gone down in history as fine president had he not been faced with the sundering of the Union.

			Even then, James Buchanan was determined to respect the old standards. He could not see a remedy to the crisis within his constitutional authority as president. He was absolutely right; but today many judge him harshly for not abandoning the traditional standards. What many fail to see is that, in an epochal crisis, all traditional standards by which we judge the conduct of a president have been swept away. 

			This was true in the epochal crisis brought about by the Civil War. Lincoln had only two choices: He could either do nothing, or he would have to assume power that no president had ever claimed before. By assuming these powers, Lincoln violated the traditional standards by which previous American presidents had been judged, which is why—in his own time, and even today—he is often attacked for aspiring to dictatorial power. But these attacks ignore the dismal historical context in which Lincoln made his stand for popular government. 

			At the outbreak of the Civil War in 1861, the future of the republican form of government seemed bleak indeed. Only thirteen years before, in the Revolutions of 1848, Europeans had established a number of hopeful republics, in the German Empire, in Hungary, in Rome, in Venice, and most notably in France. Yet this “Springtime of Nations,” as it was called, was soon blighted. The French Second Republic lasted less than four years, before being voted out of existence and replaced by the Second Empire under Emperor Louis Napoleon. A similar fate befell the other republics, just as in our own day we have witnessed many false springs across the Arab world.

			Thus, when the American Civil War broke out, many astute observers were convinced that, at long last, the American Republic would go the way of all previous ill-advised experiments in popular government. Yet thanks to the populist candidate Abraham Lincoln, a self-made man born into poverty, this did not happen. The republican principle was vindicated, though at an immense cost in American blood, and would continue to inspire other nations around the world.

			Again, during the Great Depression of the 1930s, many expected the United States to adopt foreign models of government, such as Mussolini’s corporate state or the Soviet model of central economic planning, as a way of dealing with the economic world crisis. But thanks to a populist candidate, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who was born into privilege, the United States made adjustments but remained fundamentally a government of the people. When other nations were traveling down the road to serfdom during the thirties, FDR refused to follow them. After his death in 1945, American capitalism led and inspired the nations suffering from the devastation of the Second World War to unprecedented levels of prosperity.

			Hundreds of volumes have been written on both Lincoln and FDR, but I will offer an interpretation of them that draws on the concept of world-historical leadership developed by the nineteenth-century German philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel. Though Hegel died in 1831 and obviously did not live to see the presidency of either Lincoln or FDR, both of them clearly fall into the category that Hegel called world-historical.

			To call someone a world-historical figure is not to praise them, but merely to indicate their outsized role in shaping the history of their time. One may hate both Lincoln and FDR passionately—and many did hate them in their time: in Lincoln’s case, enough to kill him. But no one would deny the immense impact these presidents had on American, and indeed world, history. You are likewise free (as many do) to hate Donald Trump. Indeed, much of the hatred toward him is based on the outsized role he has himself chosen to play on the world stage. I am simply offering a category by which we may best understand him and his sense of personal mission. If you will, take my Hegelian interpretation of Trump as a hypothesis, then test it by what follows. My objective is not to judge but to illuminate.

			To many people, the very idea of comparing Trump to Lincoln or FDR will seem outrageous, even blasphemous. This is entirely understandable. Yet we should keep in mind that this response is a reflection of the historical distance that separates us from Lincoln and FDR and the complete lack of such distance from the very much alive Donald Trump. Here, too, we need to provide the proper historical context. When we learn about history as children, it is enough to know simply what happened in the past. History is taught to us as a sequence of events, each of which was the outcome of the decisions made by the various historical actors. How these decisions came to be made is normally passed over in silence. But to get a true sense of history, we must place them in their specific historical context. To simply recount the events of the past in the order of their occurrence is not enough. We must also understand what the actors in any great historical drama expected to happen. Moreover, a history that deals only with the outcome of their decisions, while ignoring that confusion and chaos under which they were made, may make both Lincoln and FDR paragons of wisdom in our eyes, but it betrays both the historical record and the world-historical role both men played in dealing with unprecedented crises. The result is bad biography and even worse history.

			Much of the difference in the way we see these earlier presidents is due to the image of them that has been hallowed by both popular tradition and by the tendency of later historians to write hagiographies in which they are portrayed as idealistic visionaries, confident of every step they took, without blemish or flaw of character. We quite naturally tend to forget that the historical figures we revere today have been mythologized in our memory of them. Their flaws have been forgotten, their errors forgiven, their crass opportunism erased. Thus, we have a highly sanitized image of them that none of those living among us can hope to compete with.

			We also tend to forget that, like Trump in our own day, Lincoln and FDR were despised by their political enemies (and even their allies) during their lifetimes. Like Trump, they were routinely accused of aspiring to be dictators and tyrants. Like Trump, Lincoln and FDR were considered by many to be simply not up to the job, insignificant lightweights who would be crushed by the burden they had assumed—not “presidential” enough, in short. They also were thought to have glaring character defects. Lincoln’s critics regarded him as an unlettered bumptious hick; FDR’s critics regarded him as a patrician playboy dabbling in politics as others might collect racehorses or show girls. To many, their populist appeal alone was sufficient reason to attack them.

			No one can deny that the resurgence of populism has been the most startling fact of our era. Moreover, this resurgence occurred not only in one country but in all the advanced Western nations. This, in turn, made it impossible to blame the political establishment of any one nation without searching for a deeper, more general cause. That cause—as suggested by farsighted works of social criticism, such as Christopher Lasch’s The Revolt of the Elites and the Betrayal of Democracy—was the rise to power of an international bureaucratic elite produced by the system of merit-based education and professional training that had been instituted throughout the Western world in the postwar era.

			If the managerial elites of the various advanced nations had different programs and policies from each other, the various populist revolts against their authority would have little in common. But this is emphatically not the case: All these different national and transnational elites have the exact same programs and policies. Indeed, they are all interlinked. What they all have in common is their belief in what we loosely call globalism. This is an updated version of the old utopian dream of a world government, managed by an elite of enlightened intellectuals, with roots going back to the Abbé de Saint-Pierre and Immanuel Kant in the eighteenth century. Since it was originally the dream of intellectuals, it was little wonder that their scheme should assign the governance of the world to intellectuals like themselves. As a theoretical construct, it was visionary. But today, it has become a potent reality, highly organized and well-funded—a global organization staffed by highly credentialed bureaucrats whose cosmopolitan outlook makes them hostile to the claims of the antiquated nation-states that they hope to transcend and indifferent to those displaced by the march of globalist progress. Its ideology is a strange blend of rich people’s socialism and environmentalism. Nonetheless, the earliest opponents of globalism came from the left, whose anti-globalist riots made headlines in 1999, when 40,000–50,000 protestors descended on Seattle, burning dumpsters and smashing windows to protest a WTO ministers’ meeting. Parallel protests from the right soon followed, as popular resistance to directives coming from the EU, the UN, and the World Economic Forum (WEF) mounted across Europe.

			Unfortunately for the globalist agenda, not everyone was ready for a borderless world without distinct national identities. Political blowback against such high-handed policies was inevitable. Voters naturally expected their leaders to watch out for their interests first; but instead, the meritocratic elites of all advanced nations began to believe that their first duty was to humankind in general. This may sound quite noble, but its implications are deeply disturbing to the common folk whose personal and national interests must be sacrificed in pursuit of the one-world utopia. Hence the periodic protests by French and Dutch farmers who complain that they are being driven out of business by an increasingly restrictive regime of environmental regulations promulgated by unelected bureaucrats in Brussels.

			That such populist revolts are underway in all the advanced nations of the West, as well as Japan and Brazil, is evidence that we are dealing with a world-historical event, namely a revolt against those who are determined to achieve a globalist utopia by entrusting the affairs of the world to a transnational meritocratic elite.

			When the leadership of a nation believes that it should serve the interests of the global community rather than its own people—who elected them to do precisely that—then the question becomes not why are there many populist revolts in the advanced nations, but rather, why aren’t there more. A mother who leaves her own children in order to look after orphans in a distant land might well be a saint, but her own children will still resent the fact that she has abandoned them. This is why we currently see outrage in the UK and Ireland against governments who admitted large numbers of migrants, failed to integrate them or police their behavior, and now seek to suppress and even criminalize popular resentment against them. But what they characterize as merely the expression of reactionary nativist sentiment is better understood as a counterrevolution against the progress of the globalist project.

			And this is the ultimate meaning of Trump. Trump, in short, is not the cause of our epochal crisis, but the result. He is the self-appointed tribune of a populist revolt that began not long after the election of Barack Obama. The American Tea Party movement that began in 2007 was the first tremor of this coming revolt against the power of meritocratic elites and preceded Trump’s decision to run for president by eight years. During Obama’s two terms in office, the United States witnessed the growing rise of populist resentment against what many had come to see as an overbearing meritocratic elite that had become radically out of touch with the political and cultural sensibilities of ordinary voters. Trump did nothing whatsoever to bring on this crisis, though it is one that, like Lincoln and FDR before him, he must tackle if he is to achieve his mission. Properly understood, that mission is not to lead a fascist coup, but rather a democratic counterrevolution against a powerful and increasingly wealthy and privileged elite that holds the common people in contempt unless they think and talk and vote the way their betters think they should. It is this that makes him—potentially, at least—a world-historical figure worthy of comparison to our two greatest presidents.

			Lincoln, FDR, and (it must be acknowledged) Trump all possess a charm that approaches the charismatic, as even their opponents grudgingly acknowledge. But without their faults and flaws, it is unlikely that they would succeed in their hazardous missions. It is a sad fact that gentlemen do not make history. Nor, I suspect, would we like the kind of history they made. A gentleman can deal with normal crises, as Ron DeSantis has amply proved while he has been governor of Florida. He knows exactly what to do in order to deal with them. But it takes an altogether different kind of man to deal with an epochal crisis: What is called for is not the competent administrator, much less the inflexible idealist, but the pragmatic opportunist.

			We often hold “opportunists” in contempt and contrast them unfavorably with “idealists.” The opportunist is thought to be self-seeking, while the idealist fights for their high moral principles. Naturally, the opportunist has their own personal ambitions: They could never have come to power without them. But unlike the idealist, they are prepared to settle for realistic goals that fall short of their ideals. At times, they may need to set them aside simply to settle a conflict and reach a workable compromise. Aware that they cannot dictate to history, they seek what opportunities they can to influence it. Even so, they know they can only achieve at best an acceptable compromise between their ideals and the stubborn reality they must work with.

			Unlike the idealist, whose very ideals will impel them to stay the course with stubborn and even fanatical inflexibility, the pragmatic opportunist is willing to tinker, make mistakes, correct their errors, and reverse their course, even start all over again. This also explains the Machiavellian tendency of these leaders. They have to be willing both to break the rules and to take the abuse heaped upon them in consequence.

			The English philosopher Isaiah Berlin offered a helpful distinction between two different types of thinkers, derived from a line of Archilochus of Paros, a Greek poet who lived in the seventh century BC. Archilochus was said to have written such devastating poetic attacks on his enemies that they immediately went off and hanged themselves, but today, he is remembered mostly for his maxim, “The fox has many tricks, the hedgehog just one—but a good one.” According to Berlin, thinkers and even men of action could be divided into foxes and hedgehogs. The pragmatic opportunist is naturally a fox. He will possess a whole bag of tricks. The idealist, on the other hand, is too often a hedgehog who knows only one trick—though often, unlike the hedgehog, it is not even a good one.

			Seen in this light, Trump may be viewed as the inheritor of a tradition that goes back to the American revolution: American exceptionalism. We began as a people determined never to be subject to a ruling class, as was the case with virtually all other nations of that era. Whenever such a ruling class emerged in our country, subsequent generations would find a populist leader to defend them.

			Keeping America exceptional was the challenge that every new generation had to face. But in the case of both Lincoln and FDR, the challenge came in the form of an epochal crisis, when an old order had to be swept away to make room for a new one. Like the American Revolution itself, the outcome of both of these tremendous struggles had implications not only for our own nation but for the world as well, elevating both Lincoln and FDR into the rarefied category of world-historical leaders. How today’s version of this struggle is decided will have implications not only for America’s future, but the world’s. Many populist leaders around the world are closely watching the Trump revolution as it unfolds in America, but none more closely than the global meritocracy itself.

			If an age can be defined by the man that everyone is talking about, then we are undoubtedly living in the Age of Trump. Whether you regard this as a blessing or a curse, in the eyes of many, including even his critics, Donald Trump has become the colossus that bestrides our world, with clear ambitions to become a world-historical leader, promising to guide us from an epoch of corrupt and bankrupt liberalism to a Golden Age of American Greatness.

			Trump is not the first leader to have such grand, or, as some might say, grandiose, visions. To understand him better, we will now turn to a consideration of those figures from the past who also harbored world-historical ambitions, many of whom discovered that changing the course of history exacted a much higher cost than they had anticipated.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			What Is a World-Historical 
Leader?

			1

			THE EMPORER AND THE PHILOSOPHER

			In 1806, after a decisive win at the Battle of Jena, Napoleon had his Grande Armée occupy the German city from which the battle took its name. Located in Thuringia, Jena was notable for attracting to it the leading German intellectuals of the time. Its inhabitants included Friedrich Schiller, Alexander von Humboldt, Johann Gottlieb Fichte, Novalis, and August Wilhelm Schlegel, all intellectual luminaries of the first magnitude. No star, however, burned so bright as that of the philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, who would go on to dominate European thinking of his era and whose influence remains potent even today.

			One day, as Napoleon was trotting on his steed through the narrow streets of Jena, the great thinker and the great general crossed paths. Not a word was said between them. Yet, soon afterwards, the thirty-six-year-old Hegel wrote to his friend Friedrich Immanuel Niethammer, “I saw the Emperor—the World Spirit—go out from the city to survey his reign. It is a truly wonderful sensation to see such an individual, who, concentrating on one point while seated on a horse, stretches over the world and dominates it.” The phrase “World Spirit astride a horse” would become one of Hegel’s most famous utterances.

			The term “World Spirit” (Weltgeist in German) comes from Hegel’s deep meditations on world history—by far the most easily accessible part of his philosophy, and the aspect that has perhaps had the greatest influence on later thinkers.

			For Hegel, Napoleon was one of the world-historical figures who presided over the transition from one historical epoch to another. The French Revolution had ended the era of feudalism that had long prevailed in Europe. It had produced radically new ideas, such as the right of the French people to govern themselves. It had championed what became known as The Rights of Man. Yet the Revolution had devoured its own children. It was entirely possible that, like the English Revolution of the seventeenth century, the advance toward greater liberty and equality for the people of France might well be halted and reversed by the swift restoration of the Bourbon monarchy, just as the restoration of the Stuart monarchy had obliterated the Puritan Commonwealth. Yet the emergence of Napoleon had prevented this. Although he had brought the chaos created by the Revolution to an end, he had preserved the cardinal principles that it had embraced. True, he had made himself Emperor, but the Code Napoléon that he had initiated would secure for the citizens of France a degree of liberty and equality that they had never known before. Even after his defeat and exile, even after the short-lived Bourbon Restoration, the Code Napoléon would live on. Today, it still survives at the basis of French law, though, naturally, it has been updated from time to time.

			According to Hegel, the world-historical individual can only emerge under certain quite rare conditions. To understand why this is the case, we need to take a glance at Hegel’s overall philosophy of history—fortunately, the most easily accessible as well as the most influential part of his notoriously challenging system of philosophy.

			2

			HOW EPOCHAL CRISES CHANGE THE COURSE OF HISTORY 

			Like many other thinkers of his time, Hegel believed that history moved in stages. Each stage had its own ethos and mores, its own distinctive way of doing things and of understanding the world. Each stage had established its own traditions that were held to be sacred and considered its own mode of life as both natural and normative.

			The bulk of human history consists of periods in which there are no challenges to the traditional norms and ethos of the culture. There could be wars and other major events, but so long as these did not threaten the fundamental ethos of the culture, no one saw any reason to alter the status quo or reform it, much less to topple and overthrow it. Periods of social and political stability do not get much attention from historians—a fact expressed by Hegel’s well-known maxim that “the happy pages of history are blank.”

			Yet, at certain junctures of history, Hegel argued, a crisis will occur that threatens the status quo. These epochal crises have naturally received the greatest attention from historians. The first book of history was the account given by Herodotus of the crisis brought to the free and independent Greek city-states by the threat of the immense Persian Empire. The fall of the Roman Republic and the rise of Julius Caesar is another crisis that continues to fascinate historians. The American and the French Revolution have hundreds of volumes dedicated to them. So too do the American Civil War and the Great Depression.

			In such epochal crises, there will inevitably be a battle between two antagonistic forces. On the one hand, there will be those on the side of the old order, who will fight to preserve the status quo. Against them will be those who recognize that the old order is no longer sustainable. During such crises, the general impulse is to try to save the old order, to patch it up or to bail it out, to put it back on its tottering feet, somehow to keep it on life-support. These desperate remedies are taken not simply out of a sentimental attachment to the status quo, but because no one sees any alternative to it. No one except the one destined to become world-historical.

			It may take some time to acknowledge the fact, but the world-historical figure eventually realizes that the old order is too moribund to revive. They then accept its death and realize that there is no point in giving artificial respiration to a corpse. But recognizing this fact, they do not give into despair. They resolutely propose a new path forward, though they themselves can only see the few dim steps in front of them.

			This is the critical moment for the world-historical figure. Will other people accept their guidance? Or will they be ignored as a voice crying in the wilderness? Unheeded Cassandras can never hope to have any influence on the course of history. But the world-historical individual always has a rendezvous with Destiny. Many instinctively follow their lead. They see this individual as their champion, because they hear them expressing aloud their own inner convictions and they watch them perform deeds that stir their hearts because these were the deeds they had longed to see done. Others regard this figure as a threat to what they see as a familiar or even God-given order, and resist them, often violently.

			The world-historical individual embodies what Hegel called the Spirit of the Times, or the zeitgeist, defined as the sum of all the ideas, beliefs, sentiments, and attitudes of a particular historical era, its intellectual and moral climate. Hegel had borrowed the term from the German thinker, Johann Gottfried Herder, and used it in his own philosophy of history, but zeitgeist has long since passed into the English language, where it is used more or less just as Hegel meant it. There is nothing mystical about the idea. Indeed, today, when we talk about different generations of Americans, such as Baby Boomers, Generation X, Millennials, Generation Z, and Generation Alpha, we are not simply referring to different age cohorts, but rather to the different ideas, beliefs, and attitudes that are broadly characteristic of each of these generations. Indeed, one
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