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				For my daughter, Paola,

				And my stepchildren,

				Sadie and Jasper

				And they shall rebuild the old ruins.

				
					—ISAIAH 61:4

				

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
					I wish we had been able to obstruct more.

					—MITCH MCCONNELL
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				Introduction

				It began where it ended, on the West Front of the United States Capitol.

				On January 6, 2021, a mob incited by President Donald Trump smashed barriers, overpowered police, and stormed the steps of the Capitol on the side of the Rotunda facing the Washington Monument across the Mall. The insurrectionists scaled the scaffolding that had been erected on the West Front for President-elect Joe Biden’s inauguration en route to sacking the U.S. seat of government for the first time since the War of 1812.

				Sent with instructions from Trump to “fight like hell” and a call from Trump lawyer Rudy Giuliani for “trial by combat,” the mob halted Congress’s certification of Biden’s victory, sending lawmakers fleeing for their lives and hiding under desks. At least seven people died in the riot and its aftermath, and more than 140 police were hurt. Some 800 insurrectionists, many with ties to white supremacist or violent extremist groups, faced charges.

				The bloody coup attempt shocked the nation. But a sober view of history might have lessened the shock. For the seeds of sedition had been planted earlier—twenty-six years earlier—in that same spot on the West Front of the Capitol.

				On September 27, 1994, more than three hundred Republican members of Congress and congressional candidates gathered where the insurrectionists would one day scale the scaffolding. But on this sunny morning, they assembled for a nonviolent transfer of power.

				Bob Michel, the unfailingly genial leader of the House Republican minority for the previous fourteen years, had successfully ushered Ronald Reagan’s agenda through the House. But he had now been forced into retirement by a rising bomb thrower who threatened to oust Michel as GOP leader if he didn’t quit.

				Newt Gingrich had almost nothing in common with the man he pushed out. Michel was a portrait of civility and decency, a World War II combat veteran who knew that his political opponents were not his enemies and that politics was the art of compromise. Gingrich, by contrast, rose to prominence by forcing the resignation of a Democratic speaker of the House on what began as mostly false allegations, by smearing another Democratic speaker with personal innuendo, and by routinely thwarting Michel’s attempts to negotiate with Democrats. He had avoided service in Vietnam and regarded Democrats as the enemy, impugning their patriotism and otherwise savaging them nightly on the House floor for the benefit of C-SPAN viewers.

				“My friends, I’ll not be able to be with you when you enter that promised land of having that long-sought-after majority control of the House of Representatives,” Michel said that morning to the gathered Republicans, who were within striking distance of a majority for the first time in forty years. “I can only stand with you today and see that vision from afar.”

				Minutes later, that vision took on a distinctly dystopian hue.

				“Newt! Newt! Newt! Newt!” the candidates and lawmakers chanted. They waved miniature American flags. A pudgy fifty-one-year-old with a helmet of gray hair approached the lectern.

				“The fact is that America is in trouble,” Gingrich declared. “It is impossible to maintain American civilization with 12-year-olds having babies, 15-year-olds killing each other, 17-year-olds dying of AIDS and 18-year-olds getting diplomas they can’t even read. This is a crisis of our entire civilization, and within a half mile of this building these conditions happen in our nation’s capital, and they happen in every major city, and they happen in West Virginia and they happen in most Indian reservations and across this country.” (The areas mentioned were all Democratic strongholds.)

				The pejoratives piled up in Gingrich’s shouted, finger-wagging harangue: “Collapsing…Failed so totally…Worried about their jobs…Worried about their safety…Trust broke down…Out of touch…Wasteful…Dumb…Ineffective…Out of balance…Malaise…Drug dealers…Pimps…Prostitution…Crime…Barbarism…Devastation…Human tragedy…Chaos and poverty.”

				“Recognize that if America fails our children will live on a dark and bloody planet,” Gingrich told them.

				Somewhere in this catalogue of catastrophe, Gingrich signed the “Contract with America,” a ten-point legislative agenda proposing a balanced budget amendment, congressional term limits, and other reforms. “We have become in danger of losing our own civilization,” Gingrich warned. “Today, on these steps, we offer this contract as a first step towards renewing American civilization.”

				Americans had seldom heard a politician talk this way, and certainly not a speaker of the House. But that’s what Gingrich became after the GOP’s landslide victory in the “Republican Revolution” of 1994. The “Contract with America” made little headway—only three relatively minor provisions (paperwork reduction!) became law—but the rise of Gingrich and his shock troops fundamentally altered American government for a generation and counting, and set the United States on a course toward the ruinous politics of today.

				The epic government failures of the last quarter century can all be traced back to Gingrich and the savage politics he pioneered: three impeachments; two botched wars and a botched pandemic response; several government shutdowns; a sevenfold increase in the federal debt; a market collapse and the Great Recession; and failure to address crucial matters such as climate change, inequality, and immigration. It’s no wonder that there has been a wholesale loss of faith in American democracy.

				Today, Americans’ confidence in virtually all the pillars of a free society—Congress, the presidency, the Supreme Court, public schools, the media—has declined from where it was in 1994. One of America’s two major political parties has embraced the “Big Lie” that the 2020 presidential election was stolen from Trump, and they have convinced two thirds of Republican voters—tens of millions of people—to accept this democracy-killing fiction. A ferocious, racialized, and sometimes violent partisanship has consumed us. White nationalist and antigovernment violence is spreading, and a significant chunk of the country is living in a parallel universe of “alternative facts” and conspiracy theories.

				The CIA’s Political Instability Task Force ranks countries from the most autocratic (–10) to the most democratic (+10) to predict the likelihood of civil war. Using the same data series, political scientist Barbara Walter, who served on the CIA task force during the Trump years, calculated that the United States had dropped from +10 before Trump’s rise to +5, its lowest since 1801. The United States is now technically an “anocracy”—somewhere between a democracy and an autocracy—after a precipitous decline that puts us at greatly increased risk of civil war. “We are closer to civil war than any of us would like to believe,” Walter writes in her 2022 book, How Civil Wars Start.

				Or maybe the war has already begun. To use one measure, in October 2020, the Department of Homeland Security—Trump’s Department of Homeland Security—concluded that white supremacist violence was the “most persistent and lethal threat in the homeland.” A study by the nonpartisan Center for Strategic and International Studies found that white supremacists and like-minded extremists conducted 67 percent of terrorist plots and attacks in the United States in 2020, compared to 20 percent by anarchist, antifascist, and like-minded extremists. In one such case, members of an antigovernment paramilitary group allegedly plotted to kidnap the Democratic governor of Michigan.

				How did we get into this mess? What led us from the moment when Republicans waved miniature flags with Bob Michel on the Capitol steps to the moment, a quarter century later, when Republicans in that same place used flagpoles bearing the American flag to beat police officers and smash windows? This book answers these questions—and in so doing, I hope, provides clues that can eventually help rebuild what we’ve lost. As I write this, in early 2022, six in ten Republicans say the 2020 election was fraudulent, and 40 percent think political violence can be acceptable, a Washington Post–University of Maryland poll just found. A Post tally found that at least 163 Republicans who have embraced Trump’s election lies are running in 2022 to become senators, governors, or other statewide officials who would have sway over the administration of elections. At least five candidates for the House were at the Capitol during the January 6 insurrection and at least twelve of the top Republican House prospects have accepted the Big Lie. Embrace of Trump’s lie has become the primary prerequisite for winning Republican primaries.

				Congressional Republican leaders have abandoned any attempt to punish, or even contradict, rank-and-file lawmakers who fantasize publicly about killing elected Democratic officials. Virtually the entire GOP boycotted events commemorating the first anniversary of the January 6 attack on the Capitol, and some elected Republicans have joined the likes of Fox News’s Tucker Carlson in suggesting that the insurrection was a false flag operation perpetrated by the FBI.

				Republican lawmakers and opinion leaders, amplified by Fox News, have overwhelmingly succeeded in deterring their followers from getting the Covid-19 vaccine by promoting disinformation about imagined dangers of the inoculations. As a result, the Covid death rate in the most pro-Trump decile of America (as measured by counties’ vote share for Trump in 2020) is now nearly six times the death rate in the most anti-Trump decile. The GOP has become a death cult.

				While Republican lawmakers have refused to censure the violent or anti-Semitic words of their peers, those Republicans who dared to vote for a bipartisan infrastructure bill have been branded “traitors.” Republican officials have made a pariah of Representative Liz Cheney, a Wyoming Republican and daughter of the former vice president, as punishment for Cheney’s rejection of Trump’s election lie. Since Trump departed office, Republicans in Congress have been fighting to rewrite the history of the January 6 insurrection as a “normal tourist visit” in which the insurrectionists were the victims and the police were the villains. Republicans killed a bipartisan commission to examine the attack and boycotted a House committee assigned the same task. The Republican National Committee approved a resolution that referred to the insurrection as “legitimate political discourse.”

				States under Republican control have undertaken dramatic efforts to impose new voting restrictions in ways that disproportionately disenfranchise voters of color. A dozen GOP-controlled states have enacted legislation giving partisan figures more control over the counting and reporting of votes.

				Some Republican lawmakers proposed an “America First Caucus” to protect “Anglo-Saxon political traditions” against immigrants who are putting the “unique identity” of the United States at risk. Republican members of Congress have been refusing security sweeps and mask requirements, brandishing guns on Capitol Hill, and adding warnings of “bloodshed” to their continued false claims of election fraud. Two House Republican lawmakers in February participated in a conference tied to white supremacists.

				This has real-world impact. After a 73 percent rise in hate crimes against Asian Americans in 2020 (when Trump spoke of the “Kung Flu” and the “China virus”), violence continued with a massacre of mostly Asian Americans at Atlanta-area massage parlors. Ferocious anti-mask activists have become antivaccine activists, leading to threats and actual violence against health care workers, flight attendants, and others. Republicans’ focus on the phantom menace of “critical race theory” has provoked threats and violence at school boards across the country, leading the National School Boards Association to plead for help from the FBI. Ten Black people in Buffalo, New York, were killed by a gunman motivated by the racist “Great Replacement” conspiracy theory—a theory promoted by, among others, third-ranking House Republican leader Elise Stefanik, Fox News’s Carlson, and Gingrich.

				Much has been made of the “polarization” in American politics, and it’s true that moderates are a vanishing breed. But the problem isn’t polarization. The problem is that one of our two major political parties has ceased good-faith participation in the democratic process. Of course there are instances of violence, disinformation, racism, and corruption among Democrats and the political left, but the scale isn’t at all comparable. Only one party fomented a bloody insurrection in the Capitol and even after that voted in large numbers (139 House Republicans, a two-thirds majority) to overturn the will of the voters in the 2020 election. Only one party is embracing violence. Only one party has been promulgating a web of conspiracy theories in place of facts. Only one party is trying to restrict voting and discredit elections. Only one party is stoking animosity toward minorities and immigrants. Only one party is sabotaging the norms and institutions of American government.

				Admittedly, I’m partisan—not for Democrats but for democrats. At the moment, they are one and the same. Republicans have become an authoritarian faction fighting democracy. There’s a perfectly logical, if deeply cynical, reason for this. Democracy is working against Republicans. In the eight presidential contests since 1988, the GOP candidate has won the popular vote only once, in 2004.

				As the United States approaches majority-minority status (the white population, 76 percent of the country in 1990, is now 58 percent and will drop below 50 percent around 2045) Republicans have chosen to become the voice of white people, particularly those without college degrees, who fear the loss of their way of life in a multicultural America. White grievance and white fear drive Republican identity more than any other factor—and drive the tribalism and dysfunction in the U.S. political system.

				There are many other contributing factors to the crack-up of the party. Concurrent with the rise of Newt Gingrich was the rise of Rush Limbaugh and conservative talk radio, followed by the rise of Fox News, followed by the advent of social media. Combined, they created a media environment that allows Republican politicians and their voters to seal themselves in an echo chamber of “alternative facts.” Globally, south-to-north migration has ignited nationalist movements around the world and given rise to a new era of autocrats. The disappearance of the Greatest Generation, tempered by war, gave rise to a new generation of cultural warriors who came of age during Vietnam; by the end of Biden’s current term, the country will have been led by baby boomers for thirty-two years.

				But the biggest cause by far is race. The parties re-sorted themselves after the epochal changes of the 1960s, which expanded civil rights, voting rights, and immigration, and the Republican Party made the fateful decision to pursue Richard Nixon’s “Southern Strategy” of appealing to white voters alienated by racial progress. In the years that followed, a new generation of Republicans took the politics of racial resentment to a new level and fused it with a new style of partisan warfare and dishonesty. This book describes how a few of these unprincipled leaders—Gingrich, Lee Atwater, Tom DeLay, Karl Rove, Mitch McConnell, Sarah Palin, Rudy Giuliani, and others—repeatedly put short-term self-interest ahead of the national interest. These are the people who broke American democracy.

				This book will show that Donald Trump didn’t create this noxious environment. He isn’t some hideous orange Venus emerging from the shell. Rather, he is a monster the Republicans created over a quarter century. He is a symptom of their illness, not the cause. Whatever else he is, Trump is a brilliant opportunist; he saw the direction the Republican Party was heading in, and the former pro-choice advocate of universal health care reinvented himself to give Republicans what they wanted. Sadly, because Trump is merely a reflection of the sickness in the GOP, the problem won’t go away when—if?—he does.

				Before the Big Lie about the 2020 election, Republicans fabricated libels about Obamacare “death panels,” the false accusation that Saddam Hussein perpetrated 9/11, and an endless stream of conspiracy theories holding that Bill and Hillary Clinton were nothing short of serial killers.

				Before the insurrection at the Capitol on January 6, 2021, there was the “Brooks Brothers Riot” at the Miami-Dade elections board in November 2000, and a siege of the Capitol to intimidate lawmakers in March 2010.

				A quarter century before Trump Republicans spread rampant disinformation about Covid-19, Newt Gingrich began the crusade against science by abolishing Congress’s Office of Technology Assessment.

				Before Trump rose to power on a tide of vulgar insults, future Supreme Court justice Brett Kavanaugh penned an obscene, sexually explicit line of questioning for Bill Clinton.

				Before the antigovernment MAGA (Make America Great Again) rallies, there were the rage-filled Tea Party town halls of 2010 and the Republican Revolutionaries of 1994, advised by Gingrich to call Democrats “traitors,” “sick,” and “corrupt.”

				Before Trump and his aides contorted the Electoral College to justify an attempted coup, Republican lawmakers contorted their constitutional authority to justify impeaching a president for lying about oral sex.

				Before the shutdowns of 2018 and 2019 were the Republican-engineered shutdowns of 2013, 1996, and 1995.

				Before the sedition of 2021 was the unpatriotic smearing of Senator Max Cleland, who lost three limbs fighting for his country, as an abettor of Osama bin Laden.

				Before Republicans endorsed Russian propaganda about Ukraine during Trump’s impeachment trial, there was Darrell Issa’s false claim that Hillary Clinton ordered the military not to help besieged Americans in Benghazi, Helen Chenoweth’s paranoia about the government’s black helicopters, and Dan Burton shooting a melon to prove a Clinton aide was murdered.

				Before Trump Republicans made common cause with QAnon and the Proud Boys, earlier Republicans cozied up to the antigovernment militia movements of the mid-1990s and 2010s and stood with rancher Cliven Bundy in his armed standoff with the U.S. government.

				Before Trump spoke of immigrants as rapists and murderers and told Democratic congresswomen of color to “go back” to other countries, Republicans joined the effort to portray President Barack Obama as an African-born Muslim and embraced the racist pronouncements of Limbaugh, Pat Buchanan, and Steve King.

				I aim to show how extensively Republicans and their allied donors, media outlets, and interest groups have been pulling at the threads of democracy and of civil society for the last quarter century—making the current unraveling inevitable.

				The Trump phenomenon cannot be understood without its many antecedents explored in these pages: the Vince Foster “murder,” Ken Starr’s smut, the violence of the militia movement, the lies that started the Iraq War, the use of the “War on Terror” to impugn Democrats’ patriotism, the racism of the “Birther” movement, the antigovernment rage of the Tea Party, the lies about the Affordable Care Act, the politicization of the Supreme Court from Bush v. Gore to Citizens United—and much more. This is a story I have been telling, in one form or other, since I came to Washington in 1995, during the early months of the Republican Revolution. I began as a young congressional correspondent for The Wall Street Journal. I later covered Bill Clinton’s presidency, and his impeachment, for The New Republic. I covered George W. Bush’s presidency as a White House correspondent for The Washington Post, and I’ve been writing a column about political Washington for the last sixteen years. This has provided me a front-row seat for the worst show on earth: the crack-up of the Republican Party, and the resulting crack-up of American democracy.

				This book contains four roughly equal sections: the Clinton presidency (defined by the slashing style of Gingrich), the George W. Bush presidency (defined by the dishonesty of Karl Rove), the Obama presidency (during which democratic norms were assaulted from within by Mitch McConnell and without by Sarah Palin), and, finally, the ruin of the (still ongoing) Trump era. Interwoven throughout are the four ways in which Republicans have been hacking away at the foundations of democracy and civil society for a quarter century: their war on truth, their growing exploitation of racism and white supremacy, their sabotage of the institutions and norms of government, and their dehumanizing of opponents and stoking of violence.

				In the process, they became the Destructionists: they destroyed truth, they destroyed decency, they destroyed patriotism, they destroyed national unity, they destroyed racial progress, they destroyed domestic stability, and they destroyed the world’s oldest democracy.

				

				—

				BACK IN OCTOBER 2015, Mitt Romney, the 2012 Republican presidential nominee, spoke to a group of Georgetown University students about the man who would become the 2016 Republican presidential nominee.

				“Donald Trump will not be the nominee,” Romney said with confidence, because “when all is said and done, the American people usually do the right thing.” He went on: “I know there’s some skunks in any endeavor—business, politics—and they get most of the visibility, but there are also some really good people. The American people are a very good people and by and large find people of similar character to elect to the highest office in the land.”

				Romney read to the students from a cautionary letter John Adams wrote to the political philosopher John Taylor in 1814. “Remember,” the nation’s second president wrote, “democracy never lasts long. It soon wastes, exhausts, and murders itself. There never was a democracy yet that did not commit suicide.”

				This notion, that American democracy would someday murder itself, was very much on the minds of the founders. In his farewell address, George Washington warned of a moment when “cunning, ambitious, and unprincipled men will be enabled to subvert the power of the people and to usurp for themselves the reins of government, destroying afterwards the very engines which have lifted them to unjust dominion.”

				James Madison, the author of the Constitution, wrote in Federalist 55 that the survival of American democracy would depend on character: “As there is a degree of depravity in mankind…so there are other qualities in human nature which justify a certain portion of esteem and confidence. Republican government presupposes the existence of these qualities in a higher degree than any other form.”

				“We’ve beaten the odds,” Romney told the Georgetown students that day, “in part because we’ve had, I think, people of real character who have led our country as presidents…and the American people have risen to the occasion time and again and have in fact then elected good people.”

				I was so sure Romney was right that I wrote a column that day saying I would “eat the page on which this column is printed” if Trump won the Republican nomination. And so, in May 2016, I sat down to a meal of newspaper-smoked Wagyu steak, fried fish wrapped in buttermilk-soaked newspaper, grilled newspaper guacamole, ground newspaper dumplings, and grilled newspaper falafel.

				I had bet on the wisdom of the American voter, predicting that 2016 “won’t be the year American democracy murders itself.” I had to eat my words.

				Romney soon found himself a pariah in his own party. So did John McCain, the 2008 Republican nominee. And George W. Bush, the 2000 and 2004 nominee. Ronald Reagan, were he alive, would have been likewise excommunicated.

				“There is no Republican Party. There’s a Trump Party,” former Republican House speaker John Boehner, who retired as Trump seized control of the GOP, said in May 2018. “The Republican Party is kind of taking a nap somewhere.”

				But Boehner, who was one of Gingrich’s lieutenants in 1994, knows better. This isn’t a nap. The Republican Party, as we knew it, is dead.

				For a quarter century, Republican officials invited Trump’s takeover of the party by trafficking in conspiracy theories, welcoming white nationalists, sabotaging the engines of government, and winking at violence. And in the process, they murdered democracy.

			

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Shooting at Melons

			At the start of the Civil War, Union troops built Fort Marcy, on a ridge above the Potomac in Northern Virginia, as one of the fortifications ringing Washington to protect the capital from Confederate attack. The Union commander, General George McClellan, named it for his father-in-law and chief of staff, Randolph Marcy. Its earthworks measured up to eighteen feet thick in parts, and it bristled with three howitzers and eighteen field guns, defending the Chain Bridge river crossing below.

			In the end, Fort Marcy wound up seeing no major action in the Civil War. But more than a century later, it became the site of the first shot in another conflict: the Republican Party’s war on truth.

			The afternoon of July 20, 1993, brought the kind of oppressive weather that keeps almost everybody indoors: a high of 96 degrees and near 100 percent humidity. But sometime after the lunch hour, a gray Honda Accord with Arkansas plates, heading westbound on the George Washington Memorial Parkway, pulled off at Fort Marcy, now a national park. A man in his late forties, lanky and nearly six feet five inches tall, emerged from the Honda wearing a white dress shirt, gray dress pants, and black dress shoes. He left his sports jacket and his swan-pattern tie folded on the passenger seat, and he pocketed the car keys.

			The man proceeded to walk uphill some eight hundred feet from the parking lot to the walls of the old fort, then continued to the second of two vintage 12-pound howitzers on display. Stopping on the steeply sloping earthworks just below the old cannon, the man pulled from his pants pocket an antique Colt .38 revolver. He put the barrel of the gun in his mouth and, with his right thumb, squeezed the trigger.

			Hours later, after the man’s body had been discovered by a passerby, U.S. Park Police searching the Honda found, under the suit jacket, the man’s White House identification. The deceased was Vince Foster, the deputy White House counsel and personal friend of President Bill Clinton and First Lady Hillary Clinton.

			Foster’s death was a tragic suicide. Since moving to Washington with the new administration, Foster had been battered in the press, particularly in the editorial pages of The Wall Street Journal, for his role in various penny-ante scandals of the first year of the Clinton presidency that ultimately amounted to nothing. Four days before his death, Foster broke down in tears at dinner with his wife and talked of resigning. He also told his sister he was depressed, and she gave him the names of three psychiatrists (the list was found in his wallet), and he tried to reach one of them but got an answering machine. The day before his death, he called his doctor in Little Rock and complained of stress, anorexia, and insomnia, and he received a prescription for an antidepressant.

			Investigators deduced that the gun was an eighty-year-old model he had inherited from his father. He transported it in an oven mitt, found in his car’s glove compartment. Forensic evidence—gunshot residue on his hands, a mark on his thumb matching the trigger rebound, no indication of struggle—overwhelmingly pointed to suicide. And there was a note—torn into twenty-seven pieces, it was found in his briefcase, which he had left at the office.

			“I made mistakes from ignorance, inexperience and overwork,” it said. “I did not knowingly violate any law or standard of conduct.” He listed various grievances—“The GOP has lied…. The public will never believe the innocence of the Clintons and their loyal staff. The WSJ editors lie without consequence”—and ended with this: “I was not meant for the job or the spotlight of public life in Washington. Here ruining people is considered sport.”

			Alas for Foster, even death offered no relief from that sport. Republicans were about to ruin him—posthumously.

			Almost exactly a year after Foster’s suicide, Dan Burton, a Republican congressman from Indiana and a close ally of Republican whip Newt Gingrich, stood in the well of the House of Representatives, giving an hour-long special order speech.

			His purpose: to make the case that Vince Foster had been murdered. His proof: Burton shot a melon in his backyard.

			The precise identity of the gourd Burton shot is a matter of some dispute. It has been identified, variously, as a watermelon, a pumpkin, and a cantaloupe. But this much is clear: Burton had used the fruit as a stand-in for Foster’s head—“a head-like thing,” he called it—to prove that it’s impossible Foster shot himself at Fort Marcy and nobody heard the gunshot.

			“We, at my house, with a homicide detective, tried to re-create a head and fired a .38 inch barrel into that, to see if the sound could be heard from 100 yards away,” Burton declared on the House floor. “Even though there was an earth mover moving around in the background, making all kinds of racket, you could hear the bullet clearly.”

			Investigators of Foster’s death found the lack of witnesses reporting a gunshot unsurprising: the strip of woods, with infrequent foot traffic, lies between the parkway and another busy road. But Burton took the unheard gunshot as evidence that Foster had been murdered at a different location, rolled up in a carpet, and carried in broad daylight uphill to the fort, with care being taken to hold the six-foot-four-and-a-half-inch corpse upright to keep the blood off his clothing.

			“He died under very mysterious circumstances,” Burton told the House. “His body was moved. There is no question about it.” Burton suggested that the gun was planted in Foster’s hand and that the torn note was planted in his briefcase. Burton floated the possibility of a secret entrance to the park, and killers hiding in the trees. He asserted that “there is a connection” between Foster’s death and probes of the Clintons’ finances. And the scores of federal agents who investigated were trying to “cover up” the facts.

			This was, of course, pure madness. The Park Police, investigating with the FBI and the Justice Department, found “no evidence of foul play” and concluded that “the condition of the scene, the medical examiner’s findings and the information gathered clearly indicate that Mr. Foster committed suicide.”

			Independent counsel Robert Fiske, who had been appointed to probe the Clintons’ finances, undertook his own investigation of Foster’s death, using FBI resources and expert pathologists. He found that “the overwhelming weight of the evidence compels the conclusion…that Vincent Foster committed suicide in Fort Marcy Park on July 20, 1993.”

			The top Republican on the Government Operations Committee, William Clinger, did a third investigation and concluded that “Foster died from a self-inflicted gunshot wound to the mouth while at Fort Marcy Park.”

			A bipartisan Senate committee undertook a fourth probe and declared that “the evidence overwhelmingly supports the conclusion” that “Foster died in Fort Marcy Park from a self-inflicted gun shot wound.”

			Clinger, closing his probe, said he hoped his findings would “put to rest any lingering questions regarding the events of July 20, 1993.” He lamented: “Perhaps the unexpected death of any high government official will needlessly bring cries of conspiracy from many in our society. That is unfortunate.”

			There have always been conspiracy theories in politics. For decades after John F. Kennedy’s assassination, some still claimed there was a second gunman on the grassy knoll. But with Foster’s suicide, something new and different happened. This time, the conspiracy theories were promoted by wealthy interests in the Republican Party and allied right-wing media platforms, and embraced by the highest officials in the Republican Party.

			Even after four separate, independent probes reached the same conclusion of suicide, Newt Gingrich, who had become speaker of the House in January 1995, threw the weight of the speakership behind the Vince Foster conspiracy theory.

			“There’s something that doesn’t fit about this whole case and the way it’s been handled,” Gingrich proclaimed in July 1995. As for Foster’s suicide, “I’m not convinced he didn’t. I’m just not convinced he did.”

			“I just don’t accept it,” he said of the repeated findings of suicide. “I believe there are plausible grounds to wonder what happened and very real grounds to wonder why it was investigated so badly.”

			So Gingrich stoked the lie, which had already been four times disproven. A few months later, he would name none other than Dan Burton, of murdered melon fame, to replace the retiring Clinger as chairman of the House Operations Committee, which Republicans renamed the House Committee on Oversight and Reform and stocked with new, plenary investigative powers.

			Why would the man second in line to the presidency publicly endorse an obvious lie? Well, if you were conspiracy minded, you might have observed that one of the largest contributors to Gingrich’s political action committee, GOPAC, was billionaire Richard Mellon Scaife, who funded the “Arkansas Project” solely to dig dirt on the Clintons. A chunk of the hundreds of millions of dollars he spent on conservative causes went to groups promoting conspiracy theories about Foster’s death. His Pittsburgh Tribune-Review, which he founded in 1992, was a leading promoter of the Foster fiction. He called Foster’s death “the Rosetta stone to the Clinton administration.” Bill Clinton, Scaife alleged to George magazine in 1998, “can order people done away with at his will…. God there must be 60 people who have died mysteriously.”

			Scaife in 1995 hired right-wing journalist Christopher Ruddy, who had touted Foster conspiracy theories for the New York Post, to do the same for his Tribune-Review. Three years later, the two men would launch Newsmax, a disreputable right-wing website, and Ruddy would go on to become a friend and informal adviser to another born conspiracy theorist: Donald J. Trump.

			The new genre of conservative talk radio, which traces its origins to 1988, when provocateur Rush Limbaugh’s AM radio show went national, fueled the Foster lies. After a financial newsletter made the fantastic and baseless claim that Foster’s corpse had been moved from an apartment in Virginia, Limbaugh upped the ante, telling his nationwide radio audience that the newsletter had reported that “Foster was murdered in an apartment owned by Hillary Clinton.”

			As Newsweek reported at the time, “after Limbaugh’s broadcast, stock and bond prices tumbled—the Dow dropped nearly 23 points…. Elaine Garzarelli, the highly regarded Lehman Brothers market analyst who predicted the 1987 crash, said that European traders were particularly spooked by the Foster case. ‘They were afraid Hillary Clinton was involved in a murder,’ she said.”

			One day in the summer of 1995, two lawyers in the Clinton White House, Chris Lehane and Mark Fabiani, tried to figure out the origins of the constant stream of Vince Foster allegations. Lehane later wrote:

			
				Online we found early versions of chat rooms, postings and other information showing there was an entire cottage industry devoted to discussing conspiracy theories relating to Foster’s death, including numerous online reports of people claiming to have seen him. Those reports would be picked up by so-called news sources that most Americans at the time had never heard of—conservative outlets such as Eagle Publishing’s Human Events or Richard Mellon Scaife’s Pittsburgh Tribune-Review. From there, the story would migrate to right-leaning outlets we were familiar with, such as the New York Post, the Washington Times, and the editorial pages of The Wall Street Journal—all before eventually ending up in the mainstream press.

			

			They assembled their findings in a 332-page report—the basis for what Hillary Clinton would famously describe as “this vast right-wing conspiracy that has been conspiring against my husband since the day he announced for president.”

			The wild theories also captured the imagination of a thirty-year-old lawyer working in the independent counsel’s office: Brett Kavanaugh. The future Trump appointee to the Supreme Court had secured a job on the staff of Ken Starr, the fiercely partisan prosecutor who replaced Fiske and made it his office’s mission to run a rolling investigation of any allegation made against the Clintons.

			“We are currently investigating Vincent Foster’s death to determine, among other things, whether he was murdered in violation of federal criminal law,” Kavanaugh wrote to his colleagues in a March 24, 1995, memo obtained years later by my Washington Post colleague Michael Kranish and shared with me.

			Kavanaugh admitted that the absurd claims weren’t part of Starr’s mandate, but, he argued, “we have received allegations that Mr. Foster’s death related to President and Mrs. Clinton’s involvement” in the Whitewater financial dealings that Starr was investigating. The “allegations” were that Foster was murdered, or killed himself, because of the Clintons’ financial dealings and what he knew about them. Based on such allegations, Starr should launch “a full-fledged investigation of Mr. Foster’s death.”

			Where did these “allegations” come from? Kavanaugh’s files showed that he was referring to the conspiracy theories promoted by Ruddy, by right-wing media critic Reed Irvine, and by a British writer who had claimed that the Oklahoma City bombing by right-wing militants was really a botched FBI plot.

			Kavanaugh, naturally, knew that the probe he promoted was nonsense. “I am satisfied that Foster was sufficiently discouraged or depressed to commit suicide,” he wrote in a June 1995 memo. “I base my conclusion on the fact that Foster was found with a list of three psychiatrists in his wallet, the fact that Foster obtained a prescription on July 19 for an anti-depressant, and the many witness interviews describing his state of mind in the days and weeks preceding his death.”

			But he would spend the next two years investigating—and thereby legitimizing—all the ludicrous claims: that Foster had an affair with Hillary Clinton; that blond hairs found on Foster’s clothing (Hillary’s?) were suspicious; that Foster was being blackmailed by Israel’s Mossad over a secret Swiss bank account; and that the White House had covered it all up. He kept a prurient “discrepancy list” in his files, with items such as “large semen stain in the decedent’s underwear.”

			In October 1997, after two more years of anguish for Foster’s family, Starr would issue a report affirming precisely what the previous four investigations had found about Foster’s suicide. Kavanaugh and Starr, like Gingrich and virtually anybody else paying attention, had to have known the truth all along. But they also had to recognize that stringing out another “investigation” for two more years would give those who weren’t paying attention the impression that something sinister had happened in the Clinton White House.

			A poll done by Time and CNN in 1995 found that despite the numerous probes ruling Foster’s death a suicide, only 35 percent of adults were convinced that Foster had really killed himself. Republican leaders and allied media figures had discovered that if they embraced a fringe conspiracy theory, they could convince millions to believe a lie. Vince Foster’s suicide gave them a prototype.

			

			—

			THE VINCE FOSTER LIE was big and audacious, but it employed the same techniques Gingrich had used to get to Congress in 1978 and then to lead the Republicans to a majority sixteen years later: proclaiming falsehoods with righteous certainty.

			Gingrich won election to Congress on a lie. After two unsuccessful tries in 1974 and 1976, he finally succeeded, with a campaign that falsely accused his opponent, Virginia Shapard, of violating campaign finance laws. He also accused his opponent of breaking up her family. “Newt will take his family to Washington and keep them together,” one of Gingrich’s ads announced. “Virginia will go to Washington and leave her husband and children in the care of a nanny.” As it happened, Gingrich was carrying on multiple affairs at the time and divorced his wife two years later.

			The “Gingrich approach seems to have gone beyond vigor and into demagoguery and plain lying,” The Atlanta Journal Constitution editorialized in 1978, after endorsing Gingrich in ’74 and ’76. “We regret that his campaign strategy has been of such a low order that we cannot consider extending our support this third bid for election.” The paper said his imagination “seems to be running away with him.”

			He gained prominence in Congress based on another deception. C-SPAN began televising House proceedings in 1979 as Gingrich arrived. He quickly realized that because the TV cameras filmed only those who were speaking, the viewers wouldn’t know the chamber was otherwise empty. He used this to pose rhetorical challenges to Democrats, accusing them of disloyalty and communist sympathies—and used the silence in the chamber as evidence that they had no response. Gingrich later told The Washington Post: “Without C-SPAN, without talk radio shows, without all the alternative media, I don’t think we’d have won [control of Congress].”

			Gingrich voted for a congressional pay raise, then campaigned against Democrats for supporting it. Gingrich campaigned against Democrats for overdrawing their accounts in the House bank, even though he had made twenty-two overdrafts himself. He proposed a mandate requiring individuals to have health insurance, then later attacked Democrats for proposing the same. He succeeded in killing a comprehensive lobbying reform bill in 1994 by falsely claiming that violators “might go to jail”; it contained no criminal penalties. In an extraordinary moment of projection, Gingrich declared in 1995 that “for Bill Clinton, the truth is transactional.”

			One of Gingrich’s early acts as speaker was to abolish Congress’s nonpartisan Office of Technology Assessment in 1995. The office, which had existed since 1972, provided Congress with “competent, unbiased information concerning the physical, biological, economic, social and political effects” of policy options. He saved all of $20 million a year eliminating the office, the first in a long series of moves to purge the federal government of expertise. The facts had become expendable.

			Gingrich once remarked that he felt he was “drowning” as speaker because “I couldn’t do what I did differently, which is to tell the truth as I understand it. It’s not the truth,” he readily admitted. “The truth is known by God and the rest of us seek it.”

			Gingrich’s idea of truth was indeed something he did “differently”; it was not the truth but what he thought should be the truth. The “truth as I understand it” (later reformulated during the Trump administration as “alternative facts” or “truth impressions”) and the denial that there is objective truth were how Gingrich gave himself permission to lie.

			Gingrich’s Republican Revolution of 1994 succeeded in part because of more deception. The Christian Coalition, a religious-right group given start-up funds by the Republican National Committee and backed by televangelist and former presidential candidate Pat Robertson, launched a stealth campaign to tag Democrats in key House races with all manner of falsehood: they supported obscene art, or a national school board, or abortion on demand, or “promoting homosexuality to schoolchildren.” The tax-exempt nonprofit shipped 20 million “voter guides” to evangelical churches but had them held for distribution until October 30, the Wall Street Journal’s Glenn Simpson reported, a week before the election. That left no chance for the accused to set the record straight. “I do guerilla warfare,” explained the Christian Coalition’s director, Ralph Reed. “I paint my face and travel at night. You don’t know it’s over until you’re in a body bag.”

			This asymmetric warfare—guerrilla attacks on the facts—gained amplification on conservative talk radio from the likes of Limbaugh, Watergate ex-con G. Gordon Liddy, and young Sean Hannity in Atlanta. By 1995, there were reportedly 1,130 radio stations with talk formats, up from two in 1960. Seventy percent of them were conservative, and Limbaugh alone had 20 million listeners. But also joining the guerrilla fight was a new email newsletter, the Drudge Report, which launched in 1995, and Rupert Murdoch’s Fox News, which launched in 1996. The new media created by Limbaugh, Drudge, and Murdoch needed content, and Gingrich recognized that by providing it, he could make these new outlets the house organs of his revolution.

			Gingrich’s Republicans kept them saturated with wild, often unsubstantiated allegations. Whitewater. Troopergate. Travelgate. Filegate. Furnituregate. The Gennifer Flowers and Paula Jones sex scandals. Fallen Clinton aide Webb Hubbell fathered Chelsea Clinton! Al Gore wore a wire in a presidential debate! Commerce Secretary Ron Brown’s death in a plane crash in Croatia was a Clinton-arranged hit! Republicans investigated Brown over personal finances, Clinton’s energy secretary and labor secretary over campaign finances, the housing secretary over what he told the FBI, the interior secretary over a casino, and the head of service agency AmeriCorps over conflicts of interest.

			Deploying an innuendo-spreading technique that would become commonplace in the GOP, Gingrich in June 1996 told a gathering of hundreds of GOP officials about unfounded reports by the far-right American Spectator alleging that the Clinton administration delayed disclosing Brown’s April plane crash in Croatia to provide time to shred the commerce secretary’s papers. Gingrich’s spokesman, Tony Blankley, declared that the baseless claims “are serious allegations if subsequent facts support them” and are “something other news outlets ought to look at.”

			In the Senate, an ambitious Republican senator from Kentucky, Mitch McConnell, gamely joined in. In 1997, he took over the National Republican Senatorial Committee, and in one of his first fundraising letters he told donors to send money immediately to “help to protect our country from a potentially devastating nuclear attack.” He also alleged that the Clinton White House was “sold for ILLEGAL FOREIGN CASH,” and that Democrats were “accepting ILLEGAL FOREIGN CASH from the world’s strongest remaining Communist regime.”

			The busiest contributor in the conspiracy caucus was Burton. In 1998, he said of Clinton: “If I could prove 10 percent of what I believe happened, he’d be gone. This guy’s a scumbag. That’s why I’m after him.”

			Even beyond Clinton, Burton had a prolific imagination. He proposed mandatory AIDS testing for everybody, and a friend of his said Burton wouldn’t eat soup in a restaurant for fear of catching AIDS. He brought his own scissors, comb, and razor to the barber for the same reason. He fought to ban thimerosal from vaccines because he thought it caused autism. He supposed that anti-Apartheid sanctions were a “scorched-earth” policy that would benefit “communists.”

			Given the gavel of the House Oversight Committee by Gingrich, he tried to prove that illegal foreign contributors bankrolled Clinton and that Clinton had “improper motives” in using his pardon power. He issued hundreds of subpoenas to Clinton officials and even probed whether a fan club dedicated to the Clintons’ cat, Socks, was using taxpayer funds.

			His most celebrated assault on the truth (since the melon shooting, at least) came when he selectively edited prison tapes of former Clinton official Webb Hubbell, convicted of mail fraud and tax evasion at his law firm, talking to his visiting wife.

			The transcript Burton released said: “Editorials are all talking about how all this is designed to keep me and Susan [McDougal, another Clinton friend] quiet. We have to make sure that it’s our personal friends that are helping.”

			Burton omitted five sentences that separated those two sentences that utterly changed their meaning. Hubbell had said that “most of the articles are presupposing that I, my silence is being bought. We know that’s not true. You know, we’re dead solid broke and getting broker.” Burton also left out Hubbell’s statement indicating Hillary Clinton had “no idea” about billing irregularities at the law firm, where they both worked.

			Even Gingrich said he was “embarrassed” by Burton’s “circus.” Burton’s only feint at contrition was accepting the resignation of an aide, dirt digger David Bossie, who would continue to go after the Clintons as head of Citizens United (a partisan nonprofit that would become the focus of a landmark Supreme Court case) and then as a top campaign adviser to Trump.

			

			—

			BRETT KAVANAUGH WAS DEEP in the fever swamps of conspiracy theory, as he stretched his probe of the Foster suicide for more than two years. He looked at autopsy photos and toured Fort Marcy. Papers released two decades later, when he was nominated to the Supreme Court, showed that he worked closely with cranks. His files included 195 pages of articles by Ruddy, who had alleged that the Foster investigation was “one of the biggest cover ups in American history, that Park Police had changed the location of the body ‘by several hundred feet,’ and that federal officials were guilty of ‘issuing false reports’ and ‘lying to the press and public.’ ” Also in Kavanaugh’s papers: a Limbaugh transcript titled “Foster Note a Forgery.” Kavanaugh, in his papers, mentioned frequent conversations with Ruddy and commended “the Ruddy articles” to a new investigator joining the team.

			Kavanaugh reported to colleagues that “we have asked numerous witnesses about Foster’s alleged affair with Mrs. Clinton,” and he asked sexually explicit questions of a witness. Never mind that the “confidential witness” who birthed many of the conspiracy ideas was not terribly credible; he claimed he pulled off at the park because he needed urgently to urinate, but then wandered hundreds of feet around the heavily wooded fort before doing so.

			The Foster probe also introduced Kavanaugh and colleagues to Linda Tripp, a secretary in the counsel’s office who would, three months after the Foster probe closed, provide Starr with evidence of White House intern Monica Lewinsky’s affair with Clinton. But in this case, she affirmed that Foster had been tired, had called in sick for two days a week before his suicide, had become quiet and removed, and was losing weight.

			The Starr probe of Foster lasted three years and cost about $2 million, before confirming, in October 1997, all the previous investigations’ findings. “In sum, based on all of the available evidence, which is considerable, the OIC [Office of Independent Counsel] agrees with the conclusion reached by every official entity that has examined the issue: Mr. Foster committed suicide by gunshot in Fort Marcy Park on July 20, 1993.” Starr even tracked down the infamous “carpet fibers” found on Foster’s clothing. They were from his house.

			But the extended Starr probe had only fueled the conspiracy beliefs. Foster’s sister, Sheila Foster Anthony, said on the day Starr’s findings were released that Starr had allowed people to believe “that the president of the United States somehow had complicity in Vince’s death.” Twenty years later, Bill Clinton complained bitterly about Kavanaugh “making us put up with three years of Vince Foster nonsense that was a total charade,” The Washington Times reported.

			Once Starr sided with reality, Ruddy simply responded that Starr was involved in the cover-up, too. He started claiming autopsy X-rays had been “destroyed” and that “senior military people” were alleging that Foster had been shot in the back of the head. He wrote in his 1997 book, The Strange Death of Vincent Foster, that Foster’s “killers” may have been wearing orange vests posing as park volunteers. As Michael Isikoff, who followed the Foster probes for The Washington Post, wrote at the time in Slate: “Ruddy’s book—and the entire movement he has helped create—is utterly preposterous.”

			But enduring. Limbaugh made Foster’s death a recurring theme. He said that people should “start searching Fort Marcy Park” for the body of somebody who crossed Clinton attorney general Janet Reno. He speculated that Senator John Kerry and antiwar activist Cindy Sheehan would likewise be found in Fort Marcy Park for running afoul of the Clintons.

			Conservative propagandist Ann Coulter advised that “if you attack the Clintons publicly, make sure all your friends know that you are not planning suicide.” The conspiracy crowd set up a “Clinton Body Count” on the web, alleging Hillary and Bill Clinton are responsible for murdering about ninety people, including Ron Brown, John F. Kennedy Jr., and a former CIA director.

			Twenty-five years after Foster’s death, a viral Facebook post said: “On this date in 1993, Vince Foster went to Fort Marcy Park and shot himself 3 times in the back of the head to avoid testifying against Hillary Clinton.” Starr himself told Fox News’s Tucker Carlson in 2018 that the true reason for Foster’s suicide “haunts me to this day.”

			During the Republican National Convention in 2016, the one that nominated Donald Trump for the presidency, Roger Stone, longtime confidant and informal adviser to Trump, revisited the Foster murder conspiracy in a speech at a pro-Trump rally. “They told us that he died in Fort Marcy Park and his body was found 50 yards down a muddy trail,” Stone said. “But there was no mud or dirt on his shoes…. There was carpet fiber all over his body because they rolled him in a carpet. Hillary Clinton ordered a guy named Sullivan and a guy named Kennedy, her hoodlums, her thugs, [to] move his body.”

			Congressman Pete Olson, a Texas Republican, claimed that Bill Clinton admitted to Attorney General Loretta Lynch in 2016 that “we killed Vince Foster.” And Donald Trump, in an interview with The Washington Post in 2016 after he had secured the Republican nomination for president, said claims that Foster was murdered are “very serious” and the circumstances of Foster’s death “very fishy.” Foster “had intimate knowledge of what was going on,” Trump told the Post. “He knew everything that was going on, and then all of a sudden he committed suicide…. I will say there are people who continue to bring it up because they think it was absolutely a murder.”

			In response, Foster’s sister, Sheila Foster Anthony, who also served in the Clinton administration, wrote an essay in the Post pouring out twenty-three years of suffering. She recalled the tragic but unremarkable details of her brother’s depression and suicide:

			
				Vince called me at my office in the Justice Department a few days before he died. He told me he was battling depression and knew he needed help. But he was worried that such an admission would adversely affect his top-level security clearance and prevent him from doing his job.

				I told him I would try to find a psychiatrist who could help him and protect his privacy. After a few phone calls, I gave him three names. That list was found in his wallet with his body at Fort Marcy Park in McLean, Va. I did not see a suicide coming, yet when I was told that Vince was dead, I knew that he had killed himself. Never for a minute have I doubted that was what happened.

				I think Vince felt he was a failure, this brilliant man who had so many talents, had achieved so many honors and was so well-respected by his peers. He must have felt that he couldn’t stay in his job at the White House, and he couldn’t go back to Little Rock. He was so ill, he couldn’t see a way out.

			

			She also recalled all the cruelty done to her family and to the memory of her late brother. “These outrageous suggestions have caused our family untold pain because this issue went on for so long and these reports were so painful to read,” she wrote. “For years, our family had to wage a court fight to prevent release of photographs of Vince’s dead body. My heartbroken mother was plagued by harassing phone calls from a reporter.”

			“How wrong. How irresponsible. How cruel,” she wrote of Trump’s revival of the “murder” lie. “This is scurrilous enough coming from right-wing political operatives who have peddled conspiracy theories about Vince’s death for more than two decades. How could this be coming from the presumptive Republican nominee for president?”

			How? Because Burton, Gingrich, Starr, Kavanaugh, Ruddy, and Limbaugh had shown him the political power of an endlessly repeated lie.

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Personal Destruction

			The wording by itself was shocking.

			“If Monica Lewinsky says that you inserted a cigar into her vagina while you were in the Oval Office area, would she be lying?”

			“If Monica Lewinsky says that on several occasions in the Oval Office area, you used your fingers to stimulate her vagina and bring her to orgasm, would she be lying?”

			“If Monica Lewinsky says that you ejaculated into her mouth on two occasions in the Oval Office area, would she be lying?”

			“If Monica Lewinsky says that you masturbated into a trashcan in your secretary’s office, would she be lying?”

			But the wording was just the beginning of the obscenity. The person to whom the questions were addressed was the president of the United States. And the person proposing such questions was a future Supreme Court justice, Brett Kavanaugh.

			There never was some halcyon golden age when politicians all got along; as the nineteenth-century saying goes, “politics ain’t beanbag.” But this was something new: the gratuitous vulgarity, the malice, the fury.

			Kavanaugh’s contempt for Bill Clinton was palpable in the young lawyer’s memo arguing for the invasive questioning. “I am strongly opposed to giving the president any ‘break’ in the questioning regarding the details of the Lewinsky relationship—unless before his questioning on Monday, he either (i) resigns or (ii) confesses perjury and issues a public apology to you,” Kavanaugh wrote in the August 15, 1998, memo to Ken Starr and the other lawyers in the independent counsel’s office, on the eve of Clinton’s grand jury testimony about the Lewinsky affair. Because Kavanaugh could think of no good defenses for Bill Clinton’s “disgusting behavior,” he wrote, “the idea of going easy on him at the questioning is thus abhorrent to me….

			“[I]t is our job to make this pattern of revolting behavior clear—piece by painful piece,” Kavanaugh went on. “I am mindful of the need for respect for the Office of the President. But in my view, given what we know, the interests of the Office of the President would be best served by our gathering the full facts regarding the actions of this president so that the Congress can decide whether the interests of the presidency would be best served by having a new president.”

			Kavanaugh’s line of questioning, with its purpose of driving the president from office because he lied about sex with an intern, was too much even for Starr, who had, by that point, spent almost five years in partisan pursuit of any and all accusations against Clinton, no matter how far-fetched. He spared Clinton the most explicit questioning. But the report he delivered to Congress, and which Congress released to the public, was every bit as pornographic as Kavanaugh desired.

			“According to Ms. Lewinsky, she performed oral sex on the President on nine occasions,” it reported. “On all nine of those occasions, the President fondled and kissed her bare breasts. He touched her genitals, both through her underwear and directly, bringing her to orgasm on two occasions. On one occasion, the President inserted a cigar into her vagina. On another occasion, she and the President had brief genital-to-genital contact.”

			Starr was as precise as he was prurient.

			“On four occasions, the President also touched her genitalia.”

			“The President and Ms. Lewinsky also had phone sex on at least 15 occasions.”

			“When Ms. Lewinsky next took the navy blue Gap dress from her closet to wear it, she noticed stains near one hip and on the chest. FBI Laboratory tests revealed that the stains are the President’s semen.”

			“[T]he caller was a Member of Congress with a nickname. While the President was on the telephone, according to Ms. Lewinsky, ‘he unzipped his pants and exposed himself,’ and she performed oral sex.”

			“She also showed him an e-mail describing the effect of chewing Altoid mints before performing oral sex. Ms. Lewinsky was chewing Altoids at the time, but the President replied that he did not have enough time for oral sex. They kissed, and the President rushed off for a State Dinner.”

			“At one point, the President inserted a cigar into Ms. Lewinsky’s vagina, then put the cigar in his mouth and said: ‘It tastes good.’ ”

			There was no legal need for Starr to produce 211 pages of taxpayer-funded pornography. Clinton had by then admitted to the Lewinsky affair, and the whole world knew he had previously lied about it in a civil deposition for a different sexual misconduct case. Neither did Starr’s report serve to inform the public in any meaningful way; the president’s serial philandering had long been known.

			Rather, the obvious purpose of Starr’s explicit, vulgar report was to humiliate a political opponent—to “own” him, as it would come to be called. The public obscenity produced by Starr and his fellow Republican warriors in the independent counsel’s office was stunning, but it fit with a new politics Newt Gingrich’s Republican Revolution had brought to Washington: not simply disagreeing with opponents, but demonizing them, dehumanizing them, destroying them.

			

			—

			TRAITORS.

			Sick.

			Corrupt.

			Cheat.

			Betray.

			Lie.

			Steal.

			Greed.

			Destroy.

			Decay.

			Failure.

			Incompetent.

			Bizarre.

			Radical.

			Selfish.

			Shallow.

			Hypocrisy.

			Shame.

			Pathetic.

			Abuse of power.

			Anti-flag.

			Anti-family.

			Anti-child.

			Anti-jobs.

			In the summer of 1990, Newt Gingrich’s political action committee mailed a memo to Republican candidates for public office instructing them in the fine art of demonizing Democrats. It contained a list of about sixty-five words and phrases (including all of the above) to be used against Democrats, and another group of favorable words (empowerment, opportunity, hard work) to be used in praise of Republicans.

			From Republican candidates across the country, the GOPAC memo said, “we have heard a plaintive plea: ‘I wish I could speak like Newt.’ ” It continued:

			
				That takes years of practice. But, we believe that you could have a significant impact on your campaign and the way you communicate if we help a little. That is why we have created this list of words and phrases.

				This list is prepared so that you might have a directory of words to use in writing literature and mail, in preparing speeches, and in producing electronic media. The words and phrases are powerful. Read them. Memorize as many as possible. And remember that like any tool, these words will not help if they are not used.

			

			This was a new politics of us versus them—literally. The memo (“Language: A Key Mechanism of Control”) encouraged Republicans to speak of fellow partisans as “we/us/our” and Democrats as “they/them.” Democrats were to be defined by terms such as “machine,” “bosses,” “criminal rights,” “welfare,” “red tape,” “permissive attitude,” and “stagnation,” while Republicans alone had “courage,” “common sense,” “strength,” and “truth.”

			The memo made no mention of policies or specific issues; its only purpose was to teach demonization. In that sense it was a perfect distillation of Gingrich’s signature innovation in American politics. He wasn’t particularly ideological; he was a Rockefeller Republican in 1968 and a self-described “moderate” when first elected to Congress ten years later; there had been whispers that he supported abortion rights before he found opportunity in being a conservative. His speakership was brief—just four years—and produced little of lasting significance. But Gingrich deserves one dubious distinction: he changed forever the language of politics. He shoved aside the genial cordiality of an earlier generation of leaders and replaced it with the slashing, personal, bitter language we routinely hear from political figures today.

			“I think that one of the great problems we have in the Republican Party is that we don’t encourage you to be nasty,” Gingrich told a group of College Republicans meeting at an Atlanta-area Holiday Inn during his successful run for Congress in 1978. “We encourage you to be neat, obedient, and loyal and faithful and all those Boy Scout words, which would be great around the campfire, but are lousy in politics.”

			Gingrich, who liked to cite Mao’s maxim that “politics is war without blood,” went on to compare his profession to fighting in Vietnam (which he did not do): “This is the same business…. You’re fighting a war. It is a war for power.”

			The Republican Party, Gingrich said, “does not need another generation of cautious, prudent, careful, bland, irrelevant, quasi-leaders. What we really need are people who are tough, hard-working, energetic, willing to take risks, willing to stand up in a ugh, ugh, in a slug fest and match it out with their opponent.”

			And he left them with an admonition: “Raise hell. Raise hell all the time.”

			He practiced what he preached. In his unsuccessful run for Congress in 1974, Gingrich said the incumbent Democrat was a “moral coward” and a “political hack” who “has disgraced every citizen he is supposed to represent” and engaged in “activities that, if not illegal are so clearly on the borderline of conflict of interest.” In his unsuccessful 1976 campaign for Congress he went to a local penitentiary and proclaimed that “there are men serving in the House of Representatives who would better serve in this United States prison…. [W]e are literally governed by criminals.”

			Democratic leaders were “thugs” and “crooks,” and Democrats were “sick,” “corrupt,” and “socialists.” The Democratic Party represented “total hedonism, total exhibitionism, total bizarreness, total weirdness.” The House of Representatives was a “corrupt left-wing machine.”

			As a backbencher in the 1980s, Gingrich called House Speaker Tip O’Neill a “dictator” and likened his foreign policy to Neville Chamberlain’s appeasement of Hitler. Gingrich in 1984 accused Democrats of coddling communist governments by giving them “unlimited sway” and claiming them to be “enlightened.” Democrats—he mentioned several by name—“trash America, indict the president and give the benefit of every doubt to Marxist regimes.”

			O’Neill, furious, responded to Gingrich in his own speech: “You deliberately stood in that well before an empty House and challenged these people and you challenged their Americanism, and it is the lowest thing that I’ve ever seen in my 32 years in Congress.” O’Neill was ruled out of order for calling Gingrich’s words “the lowest” (Gingrich’s accusation of communist sympathies were not disallowed) and Republicans gave Gingrich a standing ovation. This was Gingrich’s breakout moment.

			He eventually turned his attention to O’Neill’s successor, Jim Wright, whose leadership team Gingrich described in 1989 as “sick. They are destructive of the values we believe in. They are so consumed by their own Mussolini-like ego that their
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