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PROLOGUE

	The War of Ideas

	

	 

	Ideas have always governed more than we admit. The institutions, the policies, the laws, and the leaders that shape political life are all, at bottom, the expression of ideas — theories about what human beings are, what they owe each other, how they should be governed, and what kind of life a political community should aspire to provide. The ideas are usually invisible, buried beneath the surface of political events, but they are always present, shaping what seems possible, what seems justified, and what seems obviously wrong.

	The Trump presidency was, among other things, a war of ideas. It was the political expression of a set of doctrines — about nationalism, about populism, about sovereignty, about the proper scope of government, about the nature of democratic legitimacy — that challenged, with unusual directness, the intellectual consensus that had governed American political life since at least the Second World War. The challenge was not entirely coherent, and it was not primarily philosophical in its presentation. But beneath the rallies and the tweets and the executive orders, a body of ideas was working — ideas that had been developing in intellectual circles for years before finding their political vehicle, ideas that had been waiting for a figure willing to translate them into governing doctrine.

	This book is the intellectual history of that doctrine. It examines the ideas that powered the Trump presidency — their intellectual genealogy, their philosophical content, their practical expression, and their challenge to the liberal democratic tradition that they contested. It does not treat these ideas with contempt, because contempt is the enemy of understanding, and understanding them is more important than dismissing them. Nor does it treat them with uncritical acceptance, because several of them pose genuine challenges to the values that democratic self-governance requires. It treats them as ideas deserve to be treated: seriously, carefully, and with attention to both their strengths and their failures.

	The intellectual history of the Trump era is not a single story but a set of overlapping ones. There is the story of American populism, which has a history reaching back to the nineteenth century and which found in Trump its most successful political expression in a generation. There is the story of economic nationalism, which the intellectual traditions of both Alexander Hamilton and more recent critics of globalization had kept alive in various forms through the decades of free-trade consensus. There is the story of civilizational conservatism, shaped by the Huntington thesis and its successors, which provided the cultural and civilizational framework for the administration's immigration and foreign policy instincts. There is the story of the unitary executive theory, developed by conservative constitutional scholars over decades, which provided the legal-philosophical foundation for the administration's approach to executive power. And there is the story of the challenge to liberal democratic norms — the epistemic challenge, the legitimacy challenge, the sovereignty challenge — that the administration posed to the intellectual consensus it had inherited.

	These are the stories this book tells. They are intellectual stories — stories of ideas, arguments, thinkers, and the political expressions their thinking made possible. But they are also political stories, because the ideas that powered the Trump presidency were not academic exercises. They were live theories, tested against reality, with consequences that the people who lived through them experienced not as intellectual debates but as daily life.

	The war of ideas that the Trump era conducted is not over. The ideas that powered it remain alive in the political culture, available for future deployment, contested but not defeated. Understanding them — understanding where they came from, what they argued, what they got right and what they got dangerously wrong — is the intellectual work that the Trump era made necessary and that this book attempts to perform.

	 

	

	 

	When a political movement is powered by a set of ideas that challenge the foundational assumptions of the prevailing intellectual consensus, what does the seriousness with which we engage those ideas reveal about the health of the consensus they challenge?

	 


PART ONE: THE INTELLECTUAL INHERITANCE

	 


 

	Chapter 1

	THE POPULIST TRADITION

	Democracy's Most Contested Inheritance

	
	"You shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold."

	— William Jennings Bryan, 1896

	
	 

	THE POPULIST TRADITION

	Populism is the most misunderstood word in the contemporary political vocabulary. It is used, routinely, as a term of dismissal — a label for political movements whose appeals are regarded as intellectually crude, emotionally manipulative, and fundamentally at odds with the deliberative, expert-guided, institutionally complex governance that modern liberal democracy requires. This dismissal is itself a revealing intellectual act, because populism has a history, a theory, and a set of grievances that do not disappear simply because the political class that bears them finds the term insulting.

	In American history, populism has appeared in recognizable forms since the late nineteenth century, when the agrarian populist movement — organized primarily around the economic grievances of farmers against the railroads, the banks, and the Eastern financial establishment — produced a political challenge to the Gilded Age order that anticipated many of the themes that would recur more than a century later. The People's Party of the 1890s, whose platform called for government ownership of the railroads, a graduated income tax, the direct election of senators, and the limitation of corporate power over democratic government, was a movement organized around the proposition that a plutocratic elite had captured the apparatus of government and was using it against the interests of ordinary working people.

	The intellectual core of this populist tradition was a theory of democratic legitimacy that differed from the liberal democratic mainstream in a specific and important way. Liberal democratic theory, in its dominant modern forms, understood democratic legitimacy as resting on procedural foundations — elections, rights, the rule of law, representative institutions. The people governed themselves through these procedures, and the outcomes of the procedures were legitimate regardless of whether any particular group was pleased with them. Populism offered a different theory: democratic legitimacy rested on the substantive will of "the people" — a real, identifiable popular majority whose interests and values constituted the authentic expression of democratic will — and that will could be thwarted by elites who controlled the procedures without representing the substance.

	This populist theory of legitimacy is more intellectually serious than its dismissal suggests. The concern that formal democratic procedures can be captured by minority interests, used to produce outcomes that serve elites while appearing to express democratic will, is a concern with genuine historical and empirical support. The Gilded Age plutocracy that the original populists challenged really did exercise enormous influence over nominally democratic institutions. The concern that formal proceduralism — the adherence to the rules regardless of who benefits — can legitimate outcomes that are substantively unjust is a concern that democratic theory has never fully resolved.

	But the populist theory also has a structural weakness that its critics have correctly identified: it requires someone to identify "the people" and to speak for them, and that identification is always contestable and always partial. "The people," in practice, never all agree. Any claim to speak for the people is a claim made by some people against others — a claim that some interests are genuinely popular and some are not, that some voices are authentically American and some are not. The history of populism's dark side — its association, in various forms, with nativist exclusion, racial hierarchy, and the designation of specific ethnic or religious minorities as outside "the people" whose interests matter — is not incidental to the populist tradition. It is the expression of the structural weakness at its core: the inevitable contest over who counts as "the people" in whose name the populist claims to speak.

	The Trump populism of 2016 and beyond was, in these respects, a recognizable expression of the American populist tradition. Its core claim — that a corrupt elite had captured the democratic process and was using it against the interests of real Americans — was the foundational populist proposition, reformulated for the twenty-first century. Its identification of the enemies — the media, the administrative state, the establishment of both parties, the global economic institutions — was a contemporary version of the original populists' identification of the railroads, the banks, and Wall Street. And its claim to speak for "the forgotten people," the Americans left behind by the global economy and dismissed by the cultural elite, was the populist legitimacy claim in its modern form.

	What distinguished the Trump populism from the agrarian populism of the nineteenth century was not its intellectual structure but its cultural content. The original populists were organized primarily around economic grievances, and their identification of the enemy was primarily economic: the plutocracy, the monopoly, the financial establishment. The Trump populism incorporated economic grievances — and real ones, as the preceding chapters have shown — but organized them within a cultural framework that made the grievance not primarily economic but civilizational. The enemy was not only the plutocracy but the cultural elite: the media, the academy, the professional class, the cosmopolitan establishment that had, in the populist narrative, substituted its own values for those of the authentic American people and used the institutions of government and culture to impose that substitution.

	This cultural turn in populism is the feature that most distinguishes the contemporary populist wave — in the United States and internationally — from its historical predecessors, and it is the feature that most challenges the liberal democratic response. Economic populism can be addressed, at least in principle, by economic policy — by redistribution, by regulation, by the various instruments through which democratic governments can reduce the most extreme concentrations of economic power. Cultural populism is more resistant to policy solutions, because the grievance it expresses is not primarily about material distribution but about recognition, identity, and the sense that one's values and one's way of life have been delegitimated by the dominant culture. The intellectual challenge that cultural populism poses to liberal democracy is therefore deeper than the economic challenge — it is a challenge not about the distribution of goods but about the distribution of cultural authority and political recognition.

	 

	
	 

	When a populist movement claims to speak for "the people" against a corrupt elite, and that

	




