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Some of America’s best reporters and thinkers offer an urgent look at a country in 
chaos in this collection of timely, often prophetic articles from The Atlantic.

The past four years in the United States have been among the most turbulent in 
our history--and would have been so even without a global pandemic and waves 
of protest nationwide against police violence. Drawn from the recent work of The 
Atlantic staff writers and contributors, The American Crisis explores the factors 
that led us to the present moment: racial division, economic inequality, political 
dysfunction, the hollowing out of government, the devaluation of truth, and the 
unique threat posed by Donald Trump. Today’s emergencies expose pathologies 
years in the making.

Featuring leading voices from The Atlantic, one of the country’s most widely read 
and influential magazines, The American Crisis is a broad and essential look at 
the condition of America today--and at the qualities of national character that 
may yet offer hope.
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HOW TO BUILD  
AN AUTOCRACY

by David Frum

[MARCH 2017]

Shortly after Donald Trump’s inauguration, Atlantic staff 
writer David Frum laid out a blueprint for how the new pres-
ident might, over time—with incremental actions, and always 
with the help of eager enablers in his own party—begin to dis-
mantle the bearing walls of our constitutional structure. The 
title pulled no punches: “How to Build an Autocracy.” Frum 
wrote: “Those citizens who fantasize about defying tyranny 
from within fortified compounds have never understood how 
liberty is actually threatened in a modern bureaucratic state: 
not by diktat and violence, but by the slow, demoralizing pro-
cess of corruption and deceit. And the way that liberty must be 
defended is not with amateur firearms, but with an un wearying 
insistence upon the honesty, integrity, and professionalism of 
American institutions and those who lead them.” Frum warned 
that the gravest threat to American democracy—and the qual-
ity that the president and his associates were counting on 
above all else—is public indifference.

“How to Build an Autocracy” became one of the most 
widely read magazine articles in The Atlantic’s 163-year his-
tory. Frum is the author of Trumpocracy: The Corruption of 
the American Republic (2018) and, most recently, Trumpoca-
lypse: Restoring American Democracy (2020).
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In an 1888 lecture, James Russell Lowell, a founder of this maga-
zine, challenged the happy assumption that the Constitution was 
a “machine that would go of itself.” Lowell was right. Checks and 

balances is a metaphor, not a mechanism.
No society, not even one as rich and fortunate as the United States 

has been, is guaranteed a successful future. When early Americans 
wrote things like “Eternal vigilance is the price of liberty,” they did not 
do so to provide bromides for future bumper stickers. They lived in a 
world in which authoritarian rule was the norm, in which rulers habit-
ually claimed the powers and assets of the state as their own personal 
property.

The United States is of course a very robust democracy. Yet no human 
contrivance is tamper-proof, a constitutional democracy least of all. 
Some features of the American system hugely inhibit the abuse of office: 
the separation of powers within the federal government; the division of 
responsibilities between the federal government and the states. Federal 
agencies pride themselves on their independence; the court system is 
huge, complex, and resistant to improper influence.

The American system is also perforated by vulnerabilities no less 
dangerous for being so familiar. Supreme among those vulnerabilities is 
reliance on the personal qualities of the man or woman who wields the 
awesome powers of the presidency. A British prime minister can lose 
power in minutes if he or she forfeits the confidence of the majority 
in Parliament. The president of the United States, on the other hand, 
is restrained first and foremost by his or her own ethics and public 
spirit. What happens if somebody comes to the high office lacking 
those qualities?

Over the past generation, we have seen ominous indicators of a 
breakdown of the American political system: the willingness of con-
gressional Republicans to push the United States to the brink of a de-
fault on its national obligations in 2013 in order to score a point in 
budget negotiations; Barack Obama’s assertion of a unilateral executive 
power to confer legal status upon millions of people illegally present 
in the United States—despite his own prior acknowledgment that no 
such power existed.
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Donald Trump, however, represents something much more radical. 
A president who plausibly owes his office at least in part to a clandes-
tine intervention by a hostile foreign intelligence service? Who uses the 
bully pulpit to target individual critics? Who creates blind trusts that 
are not blind, invites his children to commingle private and public 
business, and somehow gets the unhappy members of his own politi-
cal party either to endorse his choices or shrug them off? If this were 
happening in Honduras, we’d know what to call it. It’s happening here 
instead, and so we are baffled.

“Ambition must be made to counteract ambition.” With those words, 
written more than 200 years ago, the authors of the Federalist Papers 
explained the most important safeguard of the American constitutional 
system. They then added this promise: “In republican government, the 
legislative authority necessarily predominates.” Congress enacts laws, 
appropriates funds, confirms the president’s appointees. Congress can 
subpoena records, question officials, and even impeach them. Congress 
can protect the American system from an overbearing president.

But will it?
As politics has become polarized, Congress has increasingly become 

a check only on presidents of the opposite party. Recent presidents 
enjoying a same-party majority in Congress—Barack Obama in 2009 
and 2010, George W. Bush from 2003 through 2006—usually got 
their way. And congressional oversight might well be performed even 
less diligently during the Trump administration.

The first reason to fear weak diligence is the oddly inverse relation-
ship between President Trump and the congressional Republicans. In 
the ordinary course of events, it’s the incoming president who burns 
with eager policy ideas. Consequently, it’s the president who must 
adapt to—and often overlook—the petty human weaknesses and vices 
of members of Congress in order to advance his agenda. This time, it 
will be Paul Ryan, the Speaker of the House, doing the advancing—
and consequently the overlooking.

Trump has scant interest in congressional Republicans’ ideas, does 
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not share their ideology, and cares little for their fate. He can—and 
would—break faith with them in an instant to further his own inter-
ests. Yet here they are, on the verge of achieving everything they have 
hoped to achieve for years, if not decades. They owe this chance solely 
to Trump’s ability to deliver a crucial margin of votes in a handful of 
states—Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania—which has provided 
a party that cannot win the national popular vote a fleeting opportu-
nity to act as a decisive national majority. The greatest risk to all their 
projects and plans is the very same X factor that gave them their oppor-
tunity: Donald Trump, and his famously erratic personality. What ex-
cites Trump is his approval rating, his wealth, his power. The day could 
come when those ends would be better served by jettisoning the insti-
tutional Republican Party in favor of an ad hoc populist coalition, join-
ing nationalism to generous social spending—a mix that’s worked well 
for authoritarians in places like Poland. Who doubts Trump would do 
it? Not Paul Ryan. Not Mitch McConnell, the Senate majority leader. 
For the first time since the administration of John Tyler in the 1840s, a 
majority in Congress must worry about their president defecting from 
them rather than the other way around.

A scandal involving the president could likewise wreck everything 
that Republican congressional leaders have waited years to accomplish. 
However deftly they manage everything else, they cannot prevent such 
a scandal. But there is one thing they can do: their utmost not to find 
out about it.

“Do you have any concerns about Steve Bannon being in the White 
House?” CNN’s Jake Tapper asked Ryan in November. “I don’t know 
Steve Bannon, so I have no concerns,” answered the Speaker. “I trust 
Donald’s judgment.”

Asked on 60 Minutes whether he believed Donald Trump’s claim 
that “millions” of illegal votes had been cast, Ryan answered: “I don’t 
know. I’m not really focused on these things.”

What about Trump’s conflicts of interest? “This is not what I’m con-
cerned about in Congress,” Ryan said on CNBC. Trump should han-
dle his conflicts “however he wants to.”

Ryan has learned his prudence the hard way. Following the airing 
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of Trump’s past comments, caught on tape, about his forceful sexual 
advances on women, Ryan said he’d no longer campaign for Trump. 
Ryan’s net favorability rating among Republicans dropped by 28 points 
in less than 10 days. Once unassailable in the party, he suddenly found 
himself disliked by 45 percent of Republicans.

As Ryan’s cherished plans move closer and closer to presidential sig-
nature, Congress’s subservience to the president will likely intensify. 
Whether it’s allegations of Russian hacks of Democratic Party internal 
communications, or allegations of self-enrichment by the Trump fam-
ily, or favorable treatment of Trump business associates, the Republi-
can caucus in Congress will likely find itself conscripted into serving as 
Donald Trump’s ethical bodyguard.

The Senate historically has offered more scope to dissenters than 
the House. Yet even that institution will find itself under pressure. 
Two of the Senate’s most important Republican Trump skeptics will 
be up for reelection in 2018: Arizona’s Jeff Flake and Texas’s Ted Cruz. 
They will not want to provoke a same-party president—especially not 
in a year when the president’s party can afford to lose a seat or two 
in order to discipline dissenters. Mitch McConnell is an even more 
results-oriented politician than Paul Ryan—and his wife, Elaine Chao, 
has been offered a Cabinet position, which might tilt him further in 
Trump’s favor.

Ambition will counteract ambition only until ambition discovers 
that conformity serves its goals better. At that time, Congress, the body 
expected to check presidential power, may become the president’s most 
potent enabler.

Discipline within the congressional ranks will be strictly enforced 
not only by the party leadership and party donors, but also by the over-
whelming influence of Fox News. Trump versus Clinton was not 2016’s 
only contest between an overbearing man and a restrained woman. Just 
such a contest was waged at Fox, between Sean Hannity and Megyn 
Kelly. In both cases, the early indicators seemed to favor the women. 
Yet in the end it was the men who won, Hannity even more decisively 
than Trump. Hannity’s show, which became an unapologetic infomer-
cial for Trump, pulled into first place on the network in mid-October. 
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Kelly’s show tumbled to fifth place, behind even The Five, a roundtable 
program that airs at 5 p.m. Kelly landed on her feet, of course, but 
Fox learned its lesson: Trump sells; critical coverage does not. Since the 
election, the network has awarded Kelly’s former 9 p.m. time slot to 
Tucker Carlson, who is positioning himself as a Trump enthusiast in 
the Hannity mold.

From the point of view of the typical Republican member of Con-
gress, Fox remains all-powerful: the single most important source of 
visibility and affirmation with the voters whom a Republican politician 
cares about. In 2009, in the run-up to the Tea Party insurgency, South 
Carolina’s Bob Inglis crossed Fox, criticizing Glenn Beck and telling 
people at a town-hall meeting that they should turn his show off. He 
was drowned out by booing, and the following year, he lost his primary 
with only 29 percent of the vote, a crushing repudiation for an incum-
bent untouched by any scandal.

Fox is reinforced by a carrier fleet of supplementary institutions: 
super PACs, think tanks, and conservative web and social-media pres-
ences, which now include such former pariahs as Breitbart and Alex 
Jones. So long as the carrier fleet coheres—and unless public opinion 
turns sharply against the president—oversight of Trump by the Repub-
lican congressional majority will very likely be cautious, conditional, 
and limited.

Donald Trump will not set out to build an authoritarian state. His 
immediate priority seems likely to be to use the presidency to enrich 
himself. But as he does so, he will need to protect himself from legal 
risk. Being Trump, he will also inevitably wish to inflict payback on 
his critics. Construction of an apparatus of impunity and revenge will 
begin haphazardly and opportunistically. But it will accelerate. It will 
have to.

If Congress is quiescent, what can Trump do? A better question, 
perhaps, is what can’t he do?

Newt Gingrich, the former Speaker of the House, who often artic-
ulates Trumpist ideas more candidly than Trump himself might think 
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prudent, offered a sharp lesson in how difficult it will be to enforce 
laws against an uncooperative president. During a radio roundtable in 
December, on the topic of whether it would violate anti-nepotism laws 
to bring Trump’s daughter and son-in-law onto the White House staff, 
Gingrich said: The president “has, frankly, the power of the pardon. It 
is a totally open power, and he could simply say, ‘Look, I want them to 
be my advisers. I pardon them if anybody finds them to have behaved 
against the rules. Period.’ And technically, under the Constitution, he 
has that level of authority.”

That statement is true, and it points to a deeper truth: The United 
States may be a nation of laws, but the proper functioning of the law 
depends upon the competence and integrity of those charged with exe-
cuting it. A president determined to thwart the law in order to protect 
himself and those in his circle has many means to do so.

The power of the pardon, deployed to defend not only family but 
also those who would protect the president’s interests, dealings, and in-
discretions, is one such means. The powers of appointment and removal 
are another. The president appoints and can remove the commissioner 
of the IRS. He appoints and can remove the inspectors general who 
oversee the internal workings of the Cabinet departments and major 
agencies. He appoints and can remove the 93 U.S. attorneys, who have 
the power to initiate and to end federal prosecutions. He appoints and 
can remove the attorney general, the deputy attorney general, and the 
head of the criminal division at the Department of Justice.

There are hedges on these powers, both customary and constitu-
tional, including the Senate’s power to confirm (or not) presidential 
appointees. Yet the hedges may not hold in the future as robustly as 
they have in the past.

Senators of the president’s party traditionally have expected to be 
consulted on the U.S.-attorney picks in their states, a highly coveted 
patronage plum. But the U.S. attorneys of most interest to Trump—
above all the ones in New York and New Jersey, the locus of many of 
his businesses and bank dealings—come from states where there are no 
Republican senators to take into account. And while the U.S. attorneys 
in Florida, home to Mar-a-Lago and other Trump properties, surely 
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concern him nearly as much, if there’s one Republican senator whom 
Trump would cheerfully disregard, it’s Marco Rubio.

The traditions of independence and professionalism that prevail 
within the federal law-enforcement apparatus, and within the civil 
service more generally, will tend to restrain a president’s power. Yet 
in the years ahead, these restraints may also prove less robust than 
they look. Republicans in Congress have long advocated reforms to 
expedite the firing of underperforming civil servants. In the abstract, 
there’s much to recommend this idea. If reform is dramatic and hap-
pens in the next two years, however, the balance of power between 
the political and the professional elements of the federal government 
will shift, decisively, at precisely the moment when the political el-
ements are most aggressive. The intelligence agencies in particular 
would likely find themselves exposed to retribution from a president 
enraged at them for reporting on Russia’s aid to his election campaign. 
“As you know from his other career, Donald likes to fire people.” So 
New Jersey Governor Chris Christie joked to a roomful of Republican 
donors at the party’s national convention in July. It would be a mighty 
power—and highly useful.

The courts, though they might slowly be packed with judges in-
clined to hear the president’s arguments sympathetically, are also a 
check, of course. But it’s already difficult to hold a president to account 
for financial improprieties. As Donald Trump correctly told reporters 
and editors from The New York Times on November 22, presidents are 
not bound by the conflict-of-interest rules that govern everyone else in 
the executive branch.

Presidents from Jimmy Carter onward have balanced this unique 
exemption with a unique act of disclosure: the voluntary publica-
tion of their income-tax returns. At a press conference on January 11, 
Trump made clear that he will not follow that tradition. His attorney 
instead insisted that everything the public needs to know is captured 
by his annual financial-disclosure report, which is required by law for 
executive-branch employees and from which presidents are not ex-
empt. But a glance at the reporting forms (you can read them your-
self at www.oge.gov/web/278eguide.nsf ) will show their inadequacy to 
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Trump’s situation. They are written with stocks and bonds in mind, to 
capture mortgage liabilities and deferred executive compensation—not 
the labyrinthine deals of the Trump Organization and its ramifying net-
works of partners and brand-licensing affiliates. The truth is in the tax 
returns, and they will not be forthcoming.

Even outright bribe-taking by an elected official is surprisingly dif-
ficult to prosecute, and was made harder still by the Supreme Court 
in 2016, when it overturned, by an 8–0 vote, the conviction of for-
mer Virginia Governor Bob McDonnell. McDonnell and his wife 
had taken valuable gifts of cash and luxury goods from a favor seeker. 
McDonnell then set up meetings between the favor seeker and state 
officials who were in a position to help him. A jury had even accepted 
that the “quid” was indeed “pro” the “quo”—an evidentiary burden 
that has often protected accused bribe-takers in the past. The McDon-
nells had been convicted on a combined 20 counts.

The Supreme Court objected, however, that the lower courts had 
interpreted federal anti-corruption law too broadly. The relevant stat-
ute applied only to “official acts.” The Court defined such acts very 
strictly, and held that “setting up a meeting, talking to another official, 
or organizing an event—without more—does not fit that definition of 
an ‘official act.’ ”

Trump is poised to mingle business and government with an au-
dacity and on a scale more reminiscent of a leader in a post-Soviet 
republic than anything ever before seen in the United States. Glimpses 
of his family’s wealth-seeking activities will likely emerge during his 
presidency, as they did during the transition. Trump’s Indian busi-
ness partners dropped by Trump Tower and posted pictures with the 
then-president-elect on Facebook, alerting folks back home that they 
were now powers to be reckoned with. The Argentine media reported 
that Trump had discussed the progress of a Trump-branded building 
in Buenos Aires during a congratulatory phone call from the country’s 
president. (A spokesman for the Argentine president denied that the 
two men had discussed the building on their call.) Trump’s daughter 
Ivanka sat in on a meeting with the Japanese prime minister—a useful 
meeting for her, since a government-owned bank has a large ownership 
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stake in the Japanese company with which she was negotiating a licens-
ing deal.

Suggestive. Disturbing. But illegal, post-McDonnell? How many 
presidentially removable officials would dare even initiate an inquiry?

You may hear much mention of the Emoluments Clause of the 
Constitution during Trump’s presidency: “No Title of Nobility shall 
be granted by the United States: And no Person holding any Office of 
Profit or Trust under them, shall, without the Consent of the Congress, 
accept of any present, Emolument, Office, or Title, of any kind what-
ever, from any King, Prince, or foreign State.”

But as written, this seems to present a number of loopholes. First, 
the clause applies only to the president himself, not to his family 
members. Second, it seems to govern benefits only from foreign gov-
ernments and state-owned enterprises, not from private business en-
tities. Third, Trump’s lawyers have argued that the clause applies only 
to gifts and titles, not to business transactions. Fourth, what does “the 
Consent of Congress” mean? If Congress is apprised of an apparent 
emolument, and declines to do anything about it, does that qual-
ify as consent? Finally, how is this clause enforced? Could someone 
take President Trump to court and demand some kind of injunc-
tion? Who? How? Will the courts grant standing? The clause seems 
to presume an active Congress and a vigilant public. What if those 
are lacking?

It is essential to recognize that Trump will use his position not only 
to enrich himself; he will enrich plenty of other people, too, both the 
powerful and—sometimes, for public consumption—the relatively 
powerless. Venezuela, a stable democracy from the late 1950s through 
the 1990s, was corrupted by a politics of personal favoritism, as Hugo 
Chávez used state resources to bestow gifts on supporters. Venezuelan 
state TV even aired a regular program to showcase weeping recipients 
of new houses and free appliances. Americans recently got a preview of 
their own version of that show as grateful Carrier employees thanked 
then-President-Elect Trump for keeping their jobs in Indiana.

“I just couldn’t believe that this guy  . . .  he’s not even president yet 
and he worked on this deal with the company,” T. J. Bray, a 32-year-old 
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Carrier employee, told Fortune. “I’m just in shock. A lot of the workers 
are in shock. We can’t believe something good finally happened to us. 
It felt like a victory for the little people.”

Trump will try hard during his presidency to create an atmosphere 
of personal munificence, in which graft does not matter, because rules 
and institutions do not matter. He will want to associate economic 
benefit with personal favor. He will create personal constituencies, and 
implicate other people in his corruption. That, over time, is what truly 
subverts the institutions of democracy and the rule of law. If the public 
cannot be induced to care, the power of the investigators serving at 
Trump’s pleasure will be diminished all the more.

“The first task for our new administration will be to liberate our citi-
zens from the crime and terrorism and lawlessness that threatens our 
communities.” Those were Donald Trump’s words at the Republican 
National Convention. The newly nominated presidential candidate 
then listed a series of outrages and attacks, especially against police 
officers.

America was shocked to its core when our police officers in Dallas 
were so brutally executed. Immediately after Dallas, we’ve seen 
continued threats and violence against our law-enforcement offi-
cials. Law officers have been shot or killed in recent days in Geor-
gia, Missouri, Wisconsin, Kansas, Michigan, and Tennessee.

On Sunday, more police were gunned down in Baton Rouge, 
Louisiana. Three were killed, and three were very, very badly in-
jured. An attack on law enforcement is an attack on all Ameri-
cans. I have a message to every last person threatening the peace 
on our streets and the safety of our police: When I take the oath 
of office next year, I will restore law and order to our country.

You would never know from Trump’s words that the average num-
ber of felonious killings of police during the Obama administration’s 
tenure was almost one-third lower than it was in the early 1990s, a 
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decline that tracked with the general fall in violent crime that has so 
blessed American society. There had been a rise in killings of police in 
2014 and 2015 from the all-time low in 2013—but only back to the 
2012 level. Not every year will be the best on record.

A mistaken belief that crime is spiraling out of control—that ter-
rorists roam at large in America and that police are regularly gunned 
down—represents a considerable political asset for Donald Trump. 
Seventy-eight percent of Trump voters believed that crime had wors-
ened during the Obama years.

In true police states, surveillance and repression sustain the power 
of the authorities. But that’s not how power is gained and sustained 
in backsliding democracies. Polarization, not persecution, enables the 
modern illiberal regime.

By guile or by instinct, Trump understands this.
Whenever Trump stumbles into some kind of trouble, he reacts by 

picking a divisive fight. The morning after The Wall Street Journal pub-
lished a story about the extraordinary conflicts of interest surrounding 
Trump’s son-in-law, Jared Kushner, Trump tweeted that flag burners 
should be imprisoned or stripped of their citizenship. That evening, 
as if on cue, a little posse of oddballs obligingly burned flags for the 
cameras in front of the Trump International Hotel in New York. Guess 
which story dominated that day’s news cycle?

Civil unrest will not be a problem for the Trump presidency. It will 
be a resource. Trump will likely want not to repress it, but to publicize 
it—and the conservative entertainment-outrage complex will eagerly 
assist him. Immigration protesters marching with Mexican flags; Black 
Lives Matter demonstrators bearing anti-police slogans—these are the 
images of the opposition that Trump will wish his supporters to see. 
The more offensively the protesters behave, the more pleased Trump 
will be.

Calculated outrage is an old political trick, but nobody in the his-
tory of American politics has deployed it as aggressively, as repeatedly, 
or with such success as Donald Trump. If there is harsh law enforce-
ment by the Trump administration, it will benefit the president not 
to the extent that it quashes unrest, but to the extent that it enflames 
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more of it, ratifying the apocalyptic vision that haunted his speech at 
the convention.

At a rally in Grand Rapids, Michigan, in December, Trump got to 
talking about Vladimir Putin. “And then they said, ‘You know he’s killed 
reporters,’ ” Trump told the audience. “And I don’t like that. I’m totally 
against that. By the way, I hate some of these people, but I’d never kill 
them. I hate them. No, I think, no—these people, honestly—I’ll be 
honest. I’ll be honest. I would never kill them. I would never do that. 
Ah, let’s see—nah, no, I wouldn’t. I would never kill them. But I do hate 
them.”

In the early days of the Trump transition, Nic Dawes, a journalist 
who has worked in South Africa, delivered an ominous warning to the 
American media about what to expect. “Get used to being stigmatized 
as ‘opposition,’ ” he wrote. “The basic idea is simple: to delegitimize 
accountability journalism by framing it as partisan.”

The rulers of backsliding democracies resent an independent press, 
but cannot extinguish it. They may curb the media’s appetite for criti-
cal coverage by intimidating unfriendly journalists, as President Jacob 
Zuma and members of his party have done in South Africa. Mostly, 
however, modern strongmen seek merely to discredit journalism as an 
institution, by denying that such a thing as independent judgment can 
exist. All reporting serves an agenda. There is no truth, only competing 
attempts to grab power.

By filling the media space with bizarre inventions and brazen deni-
als, purveyors of fake news hope to mobilize potential supporters with 
righteous wrath—and to demoralize potential opponents by nurturing 
the idea that everybody lies and nothing matters. A would-be klepto-
crat is actually better served by spreading cynicism than by deceiving 
followers with false beliefs: Believers can be disillusioned; people who 
expect to hear only lies can hardly complain when a lie is exposed. 
The inculcation of cynicism breaks down the distinction between those 
forms of media that try their imperfect best to report the truth, and 
those that purvey falsehoods for reasons of profit or ideology. The New 

5P_Atlantic_Crisis_36097.indd   417 7/14/20   12:45 PM



T H E  A M E R I C A N  C R I S I S418

York Times becomes the equivalent of Russia’s RT; The Washington Post 
of Breitbart; NPR of Infowars.

One story, still supremely disturbing, exemplifies the falsifying 
method. During November and December, the slow-moving Califor-
nia vote count gradually pushed Hillary Clinton’s lead over Donald 
Trump in the national popular vote further and further: past 1 mil-
lion, past 1.5 million, past 2 million, past 2.5 million. Trump’s share of 
the vote would ultimately clock in below Richard Nixon’s in 1960, Al 
Gore’s in 2000, John Kerry’s in 2004, Gerald Ford’s in 1976, and Mitt 
Romney’s in 2012—and barely ahead of Michael Dukakis’s in 1988.

This outcome evidently gnawed at the president-elect. On Novem-
ber 27, Trump tweeted that he had in fact “won the popular vote if you 
deduct the millions of people who voted illegally.” He followed up that 
astonishing, and unsubstantiated, statement with an escalating series of 
tweets and retweets.

It’s hard to do justice to the breathtaking audacity of such a claim. 
If true, it would be so serious as to demand a criminal investigation 
at a minimum, presumably spanning many states. But of course the 
claim was not true. Trump had not a smidgen of evidence beyond his 
own bruised feelings and internet flotsam from flagrantly unreliable 
sources. Yet once the president-elect lent his prestige to the crazy claim, 
it became fact for many people. A survey by YouGov found that by De-
cember 1, 43 percent of Republicans accepted the claim that millions 
of people had voted illegally in 2016.

A clear untruth had suddenly become a contested possibility. When 
CNN’s Jeff Zeleny correctly reported on November 28 that Trump’s 
tweet was baseless, Fox’s Sean Hannity accused Zeleny of media bias—
and then proceeded to urge the incoming Trump administration to take 
a new tack with the White House press corps, and to punish reporters 
like Zeleny. “I think it’s time to reevaluate the press and maybe change 
the traditional relationship with the press and the White House,” Han-
nity said. “My message tonight to the press is simple: You guys are 
done. You’ve been exposed as fake, as having an agenda, as colluding. 
You’re a fake news organization.”

This was no idiosyncratic brain wave of Hannity’s. The previous 
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morning, Ari Fleischer, the former press secretary in George W. Bush’s 
administration, had advanced a similar idea in a Wall Street Journal 
op-ed, suggesting that the White House could withhold credentials for 
its press conferences from media outlets that are “too liberal or unfair.” 
Newt Gingrich recommended that Trump stop giving press confer-
ences altogether.

Twitter, unmediated by the press, has proved an extremely effec-
tive communication tool for Trump. And the whipping-up of poten-
tially violent Twitter mobs against media critics is already a standard 
method of Trump’s governance. Megyn Kelly blamed Trump and his 
campaign’s social-media director for inciting Trump’s fans against her 
to such a degree that she felt compelled to hire armed guards to pro-
tect her family. I’ve talked with well-funded Trump supporters who 
speak of recruiting a troll army explicitly modeled on those used by 
Turkey’s Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and Russia’s Putin to take control of 
the social-media space, intimidating some critics and overwhelming 
others through a blizzard of doubt-casting and misinformation. The 
WikiLeaks Task Force recently tweeted—then hastily deleted—a sug-
gestion that it would build a database to track personal and financial 
information on all verified Twitter accounts, the kind of accounts typ-
ically used by journalists at major media organizations. It’s not hard to 
imagine how such compilations could be used to harass or intimidate.

Even so, it seems unlikely that President Trump will outright send 
the cameras away. He craves media attention too much. But he and his 
team are serving notice that a new era in government-media relations 
is coming, an era in which all criticism is by definition oppositional—
and all critics are to be treated as enemies.

In an online article for The New York Review of Books, the Rus-
sian-born journalist Masha Gessen brilliantly noted a commonality be-
tween Donald Trump and the man Trump admires so much, Vladimir 
Putin. “Lying is the message,” she wrote. “It’s not just that both Putin 
and Trump lie, it is that they lie in the same way and for the same pur-
pose: blatantly, to assert power over truth itself.”
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The lurid mass movements of the 20th century—communist, fascist, 
and other—have bequeathed to our imaginations an outdated image of 
what 21st-century authoritarianism might look like.

Whatever else happens, Americans are not going to assemble in 
parade-ground formations, any more than they will crank a gramo-
phone or dance the turkey trot. In a society where few people walk to 
work, why mobilize young men in matching shirts to command the 
streets? If you’re seeking to domineer and bully, you want your storm 
troopers to go online, where the more important traffic is. Demagogues 
need no longer stand erect for hours orating into a radio microphone. 
Tweet lies from a smartphone instead.

“Populist-fueled democratic backsliding is difficult to counter,” 
wrote the political scientists Andrea Kendall-Taylor and Erica Frantz 
late last year. “Because it is subtle and incremental, there is no sin-
gle moment that triggers widespread resistance or creates a focal point 
around which an opposition can coalesce  . . .  Piecemeal democratic 
erosion, therefore, typically provokes only fragmented resistance.” 
Their observation was rooted in the experiences of countries ranging 
from the Philippines to Hungary. It could apply here, too.

If people retreat into private life, if critics grow quieter, if cynicism 
becomes endemic, the corruption will slowly become more brazen, the 
intimidation of opponents stronger. Laws intended to ensure account-
ability or prevent graft or protect civil liberties will be weakened.

If the president uses his office to grab billions for himself and his 
family, his supporters will feel empowered to take millions. If he suc-
cessfully exerts power to punish enemies, his successors will emulate 
his methods.

If citizens learn that success in business or in public service depends 
on the favor of the president and his ruling clique, then it’s not only 
American politics that will change. The economy will be corrupted, 
too, and with it the larger culture. A culture that has accepted that graft 
is the norm, that rules don’t matter as much as relationships with those 
in power, and that people can be punished for speech and acts that 
remain theoretically legal—such a culture is not easily reoriented back 
to constitutionalism, freedom, and public integrity.
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The oft-debated question “Is Donald Trump a fascist?” is not easy 
to answer. There are certainly fascistic elements to him: the subdivision 
of society into categories of friend and foe; the boastful virility and the 
delight in violence; the vision of life as a struggle for dominance that 
only some can win, and that others must lose.

Yet there’s also something incongruous and even absurd about 
applying the sinister label of fascist to Donald Trump. He is so pa-
thetically needy, so shamelessly self-interested, so fitful and distracted. 
Fascism fetishizes hardihood, sacrifice, and struggle—concepts not 
often associated with Trump.

Perhaps this is the wrong question. Perhaps the better question 
about Trump is not “What is he?” but “What will he do to us?”

By all early indications, the Trump presidency will corrode public 
integrity and the rule of law—and also do untold damage to American 
global leadership, the Western alliance, and democratic norms around 
the world. The damage has already begun, and it will not be soon or 
easily undone. Yet exactly how much damage is allowed to be done is 
an open question—the most important near-term question in Amer-
ican politics. It is also an intensely personal one, for its answer will be 
determined by the answer to another question: What will you do? And 
you? And you?
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Afterword

BETWEEN BRAVADO 
AND DESPAIR

by Anne Applebaum

Our bookshelves are full of works describing the events leading 
up to disasters. Books like The Origins of the Second World War 
or The Sleepwalkers: How Europe Went to War in 1914 win prizes 

and become enduring classics. They also influence political thinking: 
Invariably, the fatal mistakes of the past become lessons for the present. 
Following the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2014, for example, Euro-
peans were arguing about whether the situation most resembled 1914, 
1938, or some other date. The “lessons” to be drawn were different, 
depending on which precedent was selected.

By definition, it is far more difficult to study disasters that have 
been avoided, let alone to draw lessons from them. Wars and social 
upheavals that have not taken place do not figure prominently in his-
tory books, and the interventions that stopped them do not receive 
the attention that they should. But this collection is an argument for 
thinking about precisely that: the plans and reforms that mitigated ca-
tastrophe before it happened.

We are today witnessing the spread of a whole host of old and fa-
miliar American pathologies, some of them in new forms: nativism and 
white supremacism; extremism on both the far left and the far right; 
the spread of conspiracy theories; the entrenching of corruption; the 
disappearance of jobs; the widening of inequality; the growth of a com-
plex physical- and mental-health crisis created by opioids, food insecu-
rity, and limited health care. In the spring of 2020, all of these things 
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combined to create the perfect storm: an unprecedented medical and 
economic crisis, sparked by a new virus but made worse by the author-
itarian culture built inside the White House. In May and June, outrage 
over the police killing in Minneapolis of a black man named George 
Floyd led to protests, riots, and a blizzard of disinformation from ex-
tremists of all kinds and brought the nation to a halt. The president’s 
inappropriate use of military force in Washington, D.C., as well as his 
tweets calling for violence, inflamed the situation. For a long time, we 
have watched a deepening of political divisions, a phenomenon that we 
now call “polarization,” but which is nothing new, in our country or 
any other. Our Civil War has imprinted on all of us the memory of how 
irreconcilable political divisions can lead to debilitating mass violence. 
Bad decisions and bad leadership at this crucial moment could lead us 
in that direction once again.

But there have also been moments, in our history and in the history 
of other nations, when intelligent leadership healed equally profound 
divisions without resorting to violence. Not enough time these days 
is spent thinking about the presidency of Theodore Roosevelt, for ex-
ample. Although his face is carved into the rock of Mount Rushmore, 
the memory of the first Roosevelt presidency has somewhat faded into 
clichés involving eyeglasses, jodhpurs, and big sticks. But Roosevelt—a 
vice president who took over after the shocking assassination of President 
William McKinley, becoming the 26th president and the youngest one 
in American history—deserves more attention for the role he played in 
anticipating, and seeking to prevent, a social crisis. His presidency oc-
curred in the long shadow of the panic of 1893, at a moment when the 
nation had technically recovered. Although growth had returned, the 
economic and political fallout had already inspired a “populist” political 
movement, a loss of trust in institutions, a deep urban-rural divide, and 
even acts by violent anarchists, such as the man who killed McKinley.

Roosevelt, a Republican, was himself a beneficiary of the Gilded 
Age, and possessed many of the prejudices of his time and his class. 
Nevertheless, he understood both that many Americans perceived their 
society to be fundamentally unfair, and that his job was to fix it. Writing 
in The Atlantic as early as 1891, he took on corruption in government 
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and made the case for a professionalized civil service: “We have to do 
constant battle with that spirit of mean and vicious cynicism which 
so many men, respectable enough in their private life, assume as their 
attitude in public affairs.”

Roosevelt was not “anti-capitalist,” to use modern terminology, and 
he was by no means a “socialist.” But he did denounce the “unfair 
money- getting” that had created “a small class of enormously wealthy 
and economically powerful men, whose chief object is to hold and in-
crease their power.” In office, he did not arrest this class or destroy their 
companies, as his Russian counterparts would do a couple of decades 
later, but he did regulate them. He broke up their monopolies and 
changed some of the rules so that the economy would “work for a more 
substantial equality of opportunity and of reward for equally good ser-
vice,” in his words. Recognizing how fundamental American natural 
resources are to American national identity, he also took the first steps 
in the direction of what we would now call environmentalism.

Once again, we are living in the long aftermath of a crash, at a 
moment of deep distrust in the government and at a time when a new 
and frighteningly powerful set of monopolies—Google, Facebook, and 
Amazon—have rapidly reshaped both economics and politics. This is 
not to suggest that there are exact analogies, let alone a recipe we can 
follow, cutting and pasting early 20th-century remedies onto the prob-
lems of the 21st century. To overcome our current crisis, we should 
focus not on the specific policies that Roosevelt used, but rather on his 
instincts—his beliefs, for example, that the American economy has to 
work for all Americans; that natural resources are finite; that the state 
exists to create fair rules, and not to favor particular groups or indus-
tries; that Americans can still be unified by their mutual faith in the 
language of our Constitution. Or his understanding that the economy 
operates according to a set of rules that can be changed: “The citizens 
of the United States must effectively control the mighty commercial 
forces which they have called into being.” He also understood that vio-
lent change was dangerous: “I am not advocating anything revolution-
ary. I am advocating action to prevent anything very revolutionary.”

At other times and in other places, a similar set of attitudes and 
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instincts helped prevent other countries from sliding into crisis. The 
reforms of the Victorian era in Great Britain, for example, not only in-
creased economic protection for people whose lives had been disrupted 
by the Industrial Revolution, they extended the political franchise to 
them as well, allowing Britain to democratize as well as modernize. The 
Meiji Restoration in Japan, inspired by the realization that Western 
technology had leapt far ahead of Japanese technology, modernized 
Japanese politics and economics, too. In response to the outside chal-
lenge, Japanese reformers adopted and adapted elements of Western 
culture, including mass education and scientific research, to Japanese 
circumstances. They prepared the nation to think differently about a 
changed world. This was not an easy or obvious choice: The Ottoman 
empire, in contrast, reacted to its discovery of Western technological 
superiority in precisely the opposite manner, by limiting its citizens’ 
contacts with the West.

All of these strategies, in the U.S., Great Britain, and Japan, were 
evolutionary rather than revolutionary. But evolutionary does not mean 
insignificant. These reform programs were deep and profound. They 
altered the nature of the national elite, changed the class structure, re-
shaped the business community, upended property structures, rewrote 
the rules of commerce, reformed education and the arts, and brought 
new people and new ideas into mainstream politics.

Many were also centralizing, removing power from older elites, 
from aristocrats or industrialists, and transferring it to the state. The 
Meiji Restoration reduced the influence of the samurai, for example; 
the American antitrust laws reduced the power of Standard Oil. The 
same is even more true of FDR’s New Deal, of course, which brought 
enormous new powers to the government. By contrast, the successful 
national-reform programs of the 21st century may not be centralizing 
at all—quite the opposite, perhaps. But again, it is the spirit of these 
19th- and 20th-century movements, their comprehensiveness and 
their ambition, not their specific policy prescriptions, that we should 
look to as an example.

Their optimism should be a model for us, too. For decades, the ma-
jority of Americans have lived in a warm cocoon of self-congratulatory 
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self-confidence, convinced that ours was the best of all possible sys-
tems, that we had not only the most freedom but the greatest wealth, 
the strongest army, the most positive influence around the world. In 
some ways, this was a useful illusion—it helped us expand opportu-
nities, encouraged us in many positive and generous actions—but it 
also blinded us to many of our own flaws. The 2016 election and the 
multiple disasters of the Trump presidency have led many to draw the 
opposite conclusion: We are a failed democracy, even a failed state.

But our own history, and the history of other states, offers a path 
between bravado and despair. We can have faith in ourselves, and in 
our values, without magical thinking. Our self-confidence can be tem-
pered by realism. Theodore Roosevelt himself once described optimism 
as a “good characteristic,” but warned that “if carried to an excess, it 
becomes foolishness.” We have found this middle ground before, be-
tween optimism and foolishness. We have found the ability to make 
deep changes without destroying those elements of our system that are 
useful and good. And if we did it once, we can do it again.
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