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My title is bold. Too bold, of course. There’s much about Trump’s America that is beyond
my understanding. The election of The Donald, its causes, its meaning and its significance,
and the likely impact on the US and the world at large of his presidency, have already
prompted an avalanche of analysis and speculation, and have confounded better and larger
brains than mine. On the plus side, political scientists and historians are going to be in
business for decades to come.
Many have called this the most surprising election result in American political history. This
is understandable, though it ignores quite a number of others – not least, the amazing
sweep of state victories won by the secret anti-immigrant and anti-Catholic Know Nothing
Party in the mid-19thc. It certainly makes a claim, even stronger than Harry S. Truman’s
knockout of Thomas E. Dewey in 1948, as the most surprising presidential outcome of all: a
story of how a complete outsider, with no government or military experience, took over a
mainstream political party and deployed it against the very establishment of which it was
part. This is the most successful populist uprising in US history: never before has a populist
movement captured the presidency, though Andrew Jackson ‘flattered popular passions’ in
winning it in 1828 (more of that in a jiffy).
Naturally Trump’s election and his first four months in office raise a host of questions:
•
•
•
•
•
•

What motivated the millions of people who voted for him?
Why did they turn to a very wealthy man who has no government or military
experience?
Why has the slogan ‘Make America Great Again’ had such appeal?
Why is America so politically polarized?
What is the relationship between the new president and the Republican-controlled
Congress?
Will Trump last a full four years?

I’ll split my talk into three sections: past, present and future. It will diminish in conviction
and authority as I go on. I’m a historian more than a political scientist, and certainly more of
a political scientist than an inspired prophet or reader of chicken entrails (my record of
political predictions over the last twelve months or so has been hapless at best). I was in
New York for the whole of the week before last, when every day brought astounding new
developments in DC, and much of what I have to say about the current political situation
I’ve simply gleaned from the Washington Post (now a major investigative newspaper again,
thanks to the money Amazon’s Jeff Bezos is pumping into it), the New York Times (not the
‘failing’ newspaper that Trump calls it) and the more conservative Wall Street Journal, as
well as magazines like Politico, Slate and the New Yorker.
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PAST
The first thing to say is that American history is thick with insurgent political movements –
populist campaigns that often have played on fear and paranoia -- and many of them have
been successful at local and state level.
Key to understanding US electoral politics over the past two centuries is the ethnic, racial
and religious diversity of the nation. Compared to European politics, class has been less
important (though of course it exists) and anti-clericalism non-existent. But the antagonism
between ethnic and racial groups, and between different faith and denominational groups,
has shaped political party attachment and voting.
A bit of history:
•

1789-1828: Presidential leadership was drawn from the social and intellectual elite
of Virginia and New England: George Washington, John Adams, Thomas Jefferson,
James Madison, James Monroe, John Quincy Adams.

•

United States was the first mass democracy – 1810s/1820s – universal while male
franchise – originator of modern mass parties, managed by professionals, strong on
discipline and loyalty.

•

1828 presidential contest between John Quincy Adams (American Academician,
‘who can write’) v General Andrew Jackson (‘who can fight’; disdainful of academic
learning – military victory over the British @ New Orleans; Indian pacification; shot
dead an opponent in a duel); Jackson stormed the White House by means of a new,
discernibly modern political party [Trump is manifestly ignorant about much of
American history, but he knows he’s in the tradition of Jackson, whose picture is
prominent in his White House office]

New forms of electioneering:
• intemperance in language, political claims and alcohol consumption
• rational agendas relating to such material issues as economic growth; foreign trade;
credit; infrastructure; and slavery
• but issues were often inflected with fear, xenophobia, and paranoia [Richard
Hofstadter, The Paranoid Style in American Politics, is the celebrated analysis]
o concern over Freemasons – Anti-Masonic Party
o fear of Catholics – Know Nothing Party
o fear of Slave Power – Republican Party
o Populist Party of the late 19thc: the miners’ and farmers’ ills blamed on the
‘money power’
o anti-immigrant movements late 19th and early 20th century
o ‘Red Scare’ post WW1
o McCarthyism post WW2.
• Above all, race, exploited over the last two centuries by white nationalist
demagogues:
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o Southerners’ scriptural defence of slavery and racial separation before the
Civil War
o The Lost Cause movement, shaping a southern white nationalism in the
former southern Confederacy, through groups like the Ku Klux Klan
o Black subordination, enforced by segregation, lynching, and economic
coercion
o ‘Massive resistance’ to the civil rights movement in the white south postWW2
SO: the cultural and political strands of Trump’s presidential campaign were not new
(though the first time they’ve secured victory in a presidential election):
Race:
• Trump exploited the white nationalism that inspires today’s KKK, Sons of the
Confederacy, League of the South – groups deeply attached to the Confederate flag.
Since 2014 right-wing hate groups had grown by over 15 percent, to almost 900. The
Ku Klux Klan grew from 72 chapters to 190. Anti-government patriot/liberty groups,
which have flourished over Obama’s two terms, grew to nearly 1,000.
• Trump had long been admired by extremists for his ongoing birther crusade against
President Obama (‘not really American’)
• Trump was deliberately slow in distancing himself from the statements of David
Duke and the Klan; did little to question the racism, misogyny, xenophobia, and
white nationalist rhetoric of the ‘alt-right’ (a loosely-knit neo-fascist extremist
movement). Normally a candidate for the US presidency would denounce such
figures. Instead, Trump retweeted bigoted accounts and memes, phony statistics on
black crime, and an anti-Semitic image featuring a Star of David. Among 10,000
Trump supporters sampled by an analytics firm, over a third followed at least one
white nationalist Twitter account.
• Throughout the campaign, he relied heavily on Steve Bannon, the purveyor of this
alt-right philosophy, whose Breitbart News reached 19 million monthly visitors.
Trump would initially make Bannon as his No. 1 adviser at the White House.
• As a further signal to this element amongst his supporters, before taking office
Trump selected Sen. Jeff Sessions (R) of Alabama as attorney general, an evident
racist who had referred to the American Civil Liberties Union as "un-American" for
"trying to force civil rights down the throats of people."
Xenophobia
• Trump’s target of Latinos in particular
• Anti-immigrant feeling is not new and has been a component in previous populist
movements in the US (Know-Nothings; 1890s nativism; successful restriction act in
1920s). For years, America's far right has admired Europe's ethno-nationalists. One
post-election analysis shows that "Trump not only won the support of these people,
but he institutionalized them."
• Isolationism (Future of NATO)
Fear/distrust of government
• Trump’s promise to ‘drain the swamp’ in Washington DC
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•
•
•

Distrust, even fear, of the Federal Government has been a long-standing feature of
US politics all the way back to the Antifederalists
Ongoing right-wing libertarian strand in US politics
National Rifle Association and gun control

Religion
• Trump’s abuse of all Muslims; promise of a ban on entry
• Appeal to conservative-fundamentalist white Protestants, traditionally Republican in
politics, and particularly strong in the South and Midwest. Would Trump (thrice
married) get their vote? Yes, 80% -- cf Hillary Clinton 16%.
The party-political expression of these cultural themes has been reshaped since the 1970s as
American conservatism has re-asserted itself in reaction to the hey-day of 20th century
liberalism, Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society (the closest the US has ever got to Europeanstyle social democracy), his war on poverty, and his essential backing of civil rights
legislation 1964 and 1965.
•
•

Death knell of Southern Democrats’ role as defenders of historic racial arrangements
[‘we have lost the South for a generation’ – LBJ]
Nixon and his Republican successors follow electorally successful ‘southern strategy’,
but this erodes the position of liberal Republicans in the North.

Both Republican and Democrat parties have connived to create safe electoral districts.
Members of Congress have gerrymandered boundaries to avoid costly and close campaigns
for office. As a result, the key contests within each district have been the primary
campaigns, where – to win their party’s nomination – candidates have schmoozed the core
vote by claiming doctrinal purity. For instance, although a majority of Republican
congressmen believe in climate change, they cannot afford to reveal that to their party
members. A record of moderation in office, of working ‘across the aisle’, has become a
liability.
By any objective measure parties have become much more polarized since the 1950s, when
north-eastern liberal Republicans and southern conservative Democrats blurred the
ideological lines. It’s a measure of this significantly increased polarization that in 2006 some
70% of major legislation faced a congressional filibuster compared with 27% in the 1980s
and a mere 8% in 1960.
So far, I’ve said nothing about the underlying economic realities that have played their part
in the Trump phenomenon and his election.
• Trump won by exploiting the deep wells of political anger and alienation amongst
those economically hit by globalization and, above all, automation. The loss of jobs
in the Rust Belt of the Midwest over the past two decades; the stagnation of wages;
the ever-widening chasm between workingmen’s pay and the rewards of corporate
chiefs: these have played their part.
• But rather than address the fundamental causes of their condition, Trump resorted
to the politics of cultural grievance: blaming white working and middle class ills on
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•

illegal Latino immigrants, on Washington’s hearkening to feminist, African American,
gay voices at their expense.
As a complete outsider, with no political baggage, and an apparent record of success
in business (only apparent – there are good reasons to question his supposed
achievements), Trump could make false claims and assertions about the causes of
white economic hardship. These played well with those who had given up on the
political establishment, its cosy relationship with bankers and financial managers,
and its alleged sell-out of American interests through NAFTA and other one-sided
trade arrangements.

Here are a few concrete examples, drawn from a New Yorker article and two recent books:
• Strangers in Their Own Land: Anger and Mourning on the American Right by Arlie
Hochschild
• Hillbilly Elegy, by J D Vance
New Yorker (Evan Osnos)
Reports Trump’s visit Kenosha, Wisconsin, where Trump spoke at Snap-on, a manufacturer
of high-end power tools. Wisconsin has emerged as one of Trump’s favorite states. He is the
first Republican Presidential candidate to win there since 1984.
“I approached a woman – Donna Wollmuth – who was sixty-eight years old, and she worked
in the warehouse, packing boxes for shipment. I asked her what she thought of Trump. “I
believe in it,” she said. “And I believe in America. I want the jobs back here.”
‘Her story was of the kind that has become a stock explanation for Trump’s rise. For twentythree years, she operated a sewing machine, making briefs and sportswear at Jockey. When
the plant closed, in 1993, and production moved offshore, she found a job at the Chicago
Lock factory (“Five years later, they closed”) and then one at Air Flow Technology, making
industrial filters. After fourteen years there, she was earning almost seventeen dollars an
hour, but in 2015 she was laid off. “I lost my job there because they hired somebody that
they could pay seven dollars less. It was a lot of immigrants there. Let’s put it that way. I’m
sure you know what I mean.” She didn’t like the way it sounded, but she wanted me to
understand. “I’m just so stuck on this immigration thing. I really am, because I’ve lived
through it, giving benefits and everything to people that aren’t here legally.”
Wollmuth had almost always voted for Democrats, but she had come to believe that her
family—she has seven grandchildren and step-grandchildren—faced a dark future. When
Trump entered the race, Wollmuth was turned off by his antics. “He’s gotta learn to keep his
mouth shut,” she said, but his pledge to re-energize American manufacturing was too
specific and attractive to ignore. She took a chance on Trump, as did many of her
neighbours. After going for Obama by large margins in the previous two elections, Kenosha
County sided with Trump, by just two hundred and fifty-five votes out of more than seventyone thousand cast.
Strangers in Their Own Land is based on five years of sociological field work in Southwest
Louisiana amongst ordinary people. Hochschild was inspired by Thomas Frank’s book,
What’s the Matter with Kansas, which explored the way in which poorer states had begun
to vote Republican. Hochschild describes this as a Great Paradox, which she explores
through the ‘keyhole issue’ of environmental pollution and environmental regulation.
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Louisiana, long home to oil production, is the second poorest state in the USA and is close to
the bottom of most league tables in health, education and environmental quality. Given
these problems, effective government has an obvious role to play. But as a 2011 poll
showed, half of Louisianans support the ‘Tea Party’.
Hochshild interviewed a range of people. The environmental degradation she and her
interviewees describe is shocking:
• water pollution
• industrial chemical exposure
• oil spills
Despite all of this, there is a general perception that the Federal government should play no
role.
Hochschild shows how people see themselves as standing in line working towards the Great
American Dream. That line, however, seems to have come to a standstill. They also see
people are cutting in ahead of them—minorities, women, immigrants, refugees and
nature—‘a brown pelican, fluttering its long, oil drenched wings . . . . To keep surviving, it
now needs clean fish to eat, clean water to dive in, oil free marshes, and protection from
coastal erosion. That’s why it is in line ahead of you’. One man sees regulation like ‘cement’
and that there is a danger that ‘the government is almost living our lives for us’.
Overall, the book cautions against simple answers explaining the rise of populist politics,
and calls for greater mutual understanding and dialogue. As Hochschild notes, Tea Party
supporters would never want to describe themselves as ‘victims’, but ‘Louisianans are
sacrificial lambs to the entire American industrial system’.
Hillbilly Elegy
Became a bestseller last year. The personal memoir of J D Vance, a young Silicon Valley
investment manager, it tells the story of growing up in a poor, dysfunctional family in rustbelt Ohio, and overcoming these severe disadvantages to join the marines, serve in Iraq, and
eventually attend law school. He had an absent father and a neglectful mother who was
alcohol and drug dependent. He was lucky to enjoy the stability provided by his
grandmother, who was descended from the white settlers of eastern Kentucky. Like many
other Appalachian migrants during the Great Depression of the 1930s, she and her husband
had moved to the factory towns of the north, in this case to Middletown, where the
American Rolling Mill Company’s steel mill provided a good life for its workers. But the
good days didn’t last as heavy industry removed to east Asia.
Vance describes the “surprisingly cohesive culture” of his “hillbilly” people. The people of
Appalachia are largely descended from the Scots-Irish; they are of a different class and
outlook of the well-to-do “WASPS of the north-east”. In their Ohio rust-belt setting they
were easily wooed by Trump’s politics of white nationalism. Vance’s book encouraged
liberal commentators to conclude that the Democratic party lost last November because it
took insufficient notice of the concerns of the white working class, and concentrated too
much on so-called “identity politics”, the representation and definition of LGBTQ people and
people of colour. In a widely-discussed NYTimes article, Mark Lilla called for “post-identity
liberalism”, a politics focused on Roosevelt’s famous “four freedoms” (freedom of speech,
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freedom of worship, freedom from want, freedom from fear) and in which “identity”
concerns were handled “quietly, sensitively and with a proper sense of scale”. Whether or
not that is the right political response is another question. But these voters – poor and illqualified – have been lost to the Democrats.
PRESENT (January-May 2017)
What have we learnt?
A] The Trump presidency presents the world with a lot to worry about:
We should be concerned that:
• the US has yielded international leadership on climate change to Europe and the
Chinese, having backed away from the Paris agreement. He’s appointed Scott Pruitt
to head the Environmental Protection Agency, an Oklahoman who has sued the EPA
repeatedly for the benefit of oil and gas companies. This is a reversal of the direction
of US government during the Progressive Era and the New Deal. As one
commentator has remarked, ‘This is a war on a century’s worth of work to keep our
air and water clean; food, drugs and workplaces safe; the rights of employees
protected; and the marketplace fair and unrigged. …. Trump and Bannon are happy
to expand the reach of the state when it comes to policing, immigration
enforcement, executive-branch meddling in the work of investigative agencies. The
parts of government they want to dismantle are those that stand on the side of
citizens against powerful interests.’
• he will not seek to be a broker between Saudi Arabia and Iran, Sunni and Shia; rather
he happily lauds the Saudis, and tolerates their constraints on human rights and
their role as exporters of Wahhabism, while excoriating the marginally better record
of the Iranians – a position made all the more puzzling in the glow of the
encouraging recent election in Iran
• he has broken with the US tradition of its ‘exceptionalism’, that it has a moral role to
play in the wider world, as a ‘city on a hill’ (often more honoured in the breach, but
it has provided a measure by which ethical Americans have judged themselves)
o the first Republican President, Abraham Lincoln saw the United States as a
unique experiment in representative government with responsibility to the
world at large. He celebrated America’s significance for world history,
embodying a set of values of universal application. The American Civil War
was fought to give permanence to that experiment. Lincoln, his predecessors
as president, and his successors – despite slavery, Jim Crow racial
segregation, the treatment of Indians, and other imperfections in the nation
– assumed a position that set them apart from the leaders of European
powers, in believing that America should colonize the world through its ideas
and values, not through territorial acquisition. Woodrow Wilson, Franklin
Roosevelt, and every president since have asserted the United States’ global
presence by seeking to spread republican, democratic values and practice.
This led to the misconceived invasion of Iraq under George W Bush. In turn,
Barack Obama rearticulated the idea to improve America's global stock,
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•
•

frequently invoked Lincoln, and regularly spoke of building a more perfect
union.
o Trump will be remembered for his pledge to put "America First." His speech
to the joint session of Congress was stridently nationalistic: "My job is not to
represent the world. My job is to represent the United States of America."
o He says he wants to make America great again, but he makes no claim for the
nation’s being exceptional. In an arresting interview with Fox News he
dismissed the central tenet of exceptionalist thinking: that American values
are the gold standard for all. Why, the interviewer asked, did Trump favour
closer ties with Vladimir Putin, "a killer"? Trump’s reply – "There are a lot of
killers. We've got a lot of killers. What do you think? Our country's so
innocent?" – shocked many commentators, who pointed out that it implied a
‘moral equivalence between the United States and Russia. For Trump,
‘promoting human rights abroad, a central tenet of the exceptionalist creed,
no longer appears to be an urgent priority.’ Torture, however, is a legitimate
tool.
o he appears to prefer autocratic strong men (Putin; Erdogan; Duterte) to
western European democratic leaders
o Trump’s nationalism, as embodied in his pledge to build a wall along the
Mexican border, amount simply to Fortress America. Compare this with
Lincoln’s belief that the United States represented an asylum for oppressed
and ambitious foreigners. He berated the anti-immigrant Know Nothing
party. “I am not a Know-Nothing. That is certain. How could I be? How can
anyone who abhors the oppression of Negroes be in favor of degrading
classes of white people? Our progress in degeneracy appears to me to be
pretty rapid. As a nation, we began by declaring that “all men are created
equal.” We now practically read it as “all men are created equal, except
Negroes.” When the Know-Nothings get control, it will read “all men are
created equal, except Negroes, and foreigners, and Catholics.” When it
comes to this I should prefer emigrating to some country where they make
no pretense of loving liberty – to Russia, for instance, where despotism can
be taken pure, and without the base alloy of hypocrisy.”
he has made a deeply conservative, if able, appointment (Gorsuch) to the US
Supreme Court
he promises to sustain the Republican agenda by cutting taxes for the rich and
reduce spending on the poor

B] However, he White House has been – marginally – more shambolic than dangerous.
Trump has shown himself to be
• less of a Machiavellian autocrat plotting to overturn the normal processes and
values of the US government (which is what many thought early on as he
attacked the media, freedom of expression, judges &c)
• and more of a egotistic political ignoramus, unable to recognise the limits of a
private businessman’s approach to leading the western world; narcissism: enjoys
a feast of television coverage of himself. Media is Trump’s “drug of choice,” Sam
Nunberg, an adviser on his campaign, told me recently. “He doesn’t drink. He
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•

•

•

doesn’t do drugs. His drug is himself.”
embarrassingly devoid of historical knowledge or perspective The journalist Bob
Woodward (of Watergate fame) asked him during the campaign: ‘Why did
Lincoln succeed? Thought about that at all?’ This was his reply, which sets the
gold standard for waffle: “Well, I think Lincoln succeeded for numerous reasons.
He was a man who was of great intelligence, which most presidents would be.
But he was a man of great intelligence, but he was also a man that did something
that was a very vital thing to do at that time. Ten years before or 20 years before,
what he was doing would never have even been thought possible. So he did
something that was a very important thing to do, and especially at that time.”
‘the worst treated political leader ever’ (as Dan Snow pointed out, we may think
that the Emperor Valerian – who was defeated in battle, forced to swallow
molten lead, and then skinned and stuffed – had a slightly more unpleasant
experience)
his view of EU shaped not by political issues but by the obstacles he’s faced in
building golf courses

Evidence of political misjudgements and ineptness:
•

federal courts’ blocking of two executive orders to curb immigration from
predominantly Muslim countries

•

resignation of Michael Flynn as Trump’s national-security adviser after
acknowledging that he lied about his contact with Russia’s Ambassador

•

firing of James Comey, because of his “witch hunt” of Trump and his campaign team
over Russian connections

Trump’s approval rating is now below forty per cent—the lowest of any newly-elected
President since Gallup started measuring it.
The respected and moderately conservative commentator, David Brooks of the New York
Times, has written:
At certain times Donald Trump has seemed like a budding authoritarian, a
corrupt Nixon, a rabble-rousing populist or a big business corporatist. But as
Trump has settled into his role, it becomes clear that fundamentally he is an
infantalist.
There are three tasks that most mature adults have sort of figured out by the
time they hit 25. Trump has mastered none of them.
First, most adults have learned to sit still. But mentally, Trump is still a 7-year-old
boy who is bouncing around the classroom. In interviews he will typically flit
through four or five topics before ending up with how unfair the press is to him.
His inability to focus his attention makes it hard for him to learn and master
facts.
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Second, most people of drinking age have achieved some accurate sense of
themselves. But Trump seems to need perpetual outside approval to stabilize his
sense of self, so he is perpetually desperate for approval, telling heroic tales
about himself.
“In a short period of time I understood everything there was to know about
health care,” he told Time. By his own account, he knows more about aircraft
carrier technology than the Navy. According to his interview with The Economist,
he invented the phrase “priming the pump”. His falsehoods are attempts to
build a world in which he can feel good for an instant and comfortably deceive
himself. He is thus the all-time record-holder of the Dunning-Kruger effect, the
phenomenon in which the incompetent person is too incompetent to
understand his own incompetence.
Third, by adulthood most people can perceive how others are thinking. For
example, they learn subtle arts such as false modesty so they won’t be perceived
as obnoxious. He wants people to love him, so he is constantly telling
interviewers that he is widely loved.
There is perpetually less to Trump than it appears. But Trump’s statements don’t
necessarily come from anywhere, lead anywhere or have a permanent reality
beyond his wish to be liked at any given instant. We’ve got this perverse
situation in which the vast analytic powers of the entire world are being spent
trying to understand a guy whose thoughts are often just six fireflies beeping
randomly in a jar.
Rather than uniting the uneasy Republican coalition of extreme conservatives and
moderates behind a Republican programme, he’s come under fire from both:
•

•

He was expected to ally with the three dozen conservative members of the Freedom
Caucus, who tended to admire his anti-establishment populism. But the relationship
descended into acrimony almost immediately. After the caucus objected to part of
Trump’s effort to repeal and replace Obamacare, leading to the collapse of the bill,
Trump publicly threatened to target its members in next year’s elections.
He is not faring much better with moderate Republicans. When Charlie Dent, a
seven-term centrist congressman from Pennsylvania, expressed misgivings about the
health-care plan, Trump lashed out. “He said something to the effect that I was
destroying the Republican Party,” Dent told me. “And that the tax reform is going to
fail because of me, and I’d be blamed for it.” Dent chairs moderate Republican
group (“the Tuesday Group”) Dent said “We have to serve as a check. I mean, that’s
kind of our one power.

There’s anxiety and disunity in the White House staff. “Few advisers can long survive
proximity to the white heat of a demagogue. Mr Trump could spend 95 per cent of his time
taking the advice of experts and 5 per cent going against it. That 5 per cent would still drive
the agenda. But Mr Trump is not a reformable character. The more besieged he becomes,
the more he lashes out.”
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At the same time, during the first four months of his presidency, the media, the courts and
the bureaucracy have remained robustly independent.
FUTURE
Will Trump last the full term? In what follows I’m particularly indebted to the analysis in
Evan Osnus’s essay of 7 May in the New Yorker (‘How Trump Could Get Fired’)
In 228 years, only one President has resigned; two have been impeached, though neither
was ultimately removed from office; eight have died.
For Trump’s allies, the depth of his unpopularity is an urgent cause for alarm. “You can’t
govern this country with a forty-per-cent approval rate. You just can’t,” Stephen Moore, a
senior economist at the Heritage Foundation, who advised Trump during the campaign, told
me. “Nobody in either party is going to bend over backwards for Trump if over half the
country doesn’t approve of him. That, to me, should be a big warning sign.”
It is not a good sign for a beleaguered President when his party gets dragged down, too. The
president of a libertarian think tank, asked if he had ever seen so much scepticism so early
in a Presidency, said, “No, nobody has. But we’ve never lived in a Third World banana
republic. I don’t mean that gratuitously. I mean the reality is he is governing as if he is the
President of a Third World country: power is held by family and incompetent loyalists whose
main calling card is the fact that Donald Trump can trust them, not whether they have any
expertise.” Very few Republicans in Congress have openly challenged Trump, but beware
against interpreting that as committed support. “My guess is that there’s only between fifty
and a hundred Republican members of the House that are truly enthusiastic about Donald
Trump as President,” one said. “The balance sees him as somewhere between a deep and
dangerous embarrassment and a threat to the Constitution.”
The Administration’s defiance of conventional standards of probity makes it acutely
vulnerable to ethical scandal. The Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics in Washington
(CREW), a prominent legal watchdog group, expanded a federal lawsuit that accuses Trump
of violating the emoluments clause of the Constitution, a provision that restricts
officeholders from receiving gifts and favors from foreign interests. The lawsuit cites the
Trump International Hotel, half a mile from the White House, which foreign dignitaries have
admitted frequenting as a way to curry favor with the President. Richard Painter, the vicechair of CREW’s board, was formerly the chief ethics lawyer in George W. Bush’s White
House. He said that the Bush Administration maintained a policy of forbidding senior
officials from retaining business interests that conflicted with their responsibilities, as some
in Trump’s White House have done.
Meanwhile, nine months after the FBI started investigating Russian interference in the
campaign, it continues to examine potential links between Trump’s associates and the
Kremlin. Comey’s dismissal and Robert Rubinstein’s appointment of a special prosecutor,
Robert Mueller, to investigate Russian influence has led to aggressive-panicky tweets from
the President. Michael Flynn is seeking immunity in exchange for speaking with federal
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investigators, raising the prospect that he could reveal other undisclosed contacts, or a
broader conspiracy. The FBI is also investigating Trump’s former campaign chairman, Paul
Manafort, after it was reported that he received millions of dollars in cash payments from
pro-Kremlin groups in Ukraine. Senator Mark Warner, of Virginia, the ranking Democrat on
the Intelligence Committee, privately told friends that he puts the odds at two to one
against Trump completing a full term.
It’s not clear how fully Trump apprehends the threats to his Presidency. Some of Trump’s
associates are unwilling to give him news that will upset him. “I don’t think he realizes how
fully intimidating he is to many people, because he’s such a large guy and he’s so powerful,”
Ruddy went on.
There has been considerable speculation about Trump’s physical and mental health. Trump
himself says that he is “not a big sleeper” (“I like three hours, four hours”) and professes a
fondness for steak and McDonald’s. Other than golf, he considers exercise misguided,
arguing that a person, like a battery, is born with a finite amount of energy.
The Framers of the Constitution failed to address an unnerving prospect: a President who is
alive and very sick. Had Kennedy survived being shot, and been left comatose, there would
have been no legal way to allow others to assume his powers. To address that, the Twenty
Fifth Amendment was added to the Constitution. A President can now be removed if he is
judged “unable to discharge the powers and duties of his office.” However, the definition of
what would constitute that inability was left deliberately vague.
More than fifty thousand mental-health professionals have signed a petition stating that
Trump is “too seriously mentally ill to perform the duties of president and should be
removed” under the Twenty Fifth Amendment. A Harvard clinical professor of psychiatry
says, “Trump is going to face challenges from people who are not going to bend to his will. If
you have a President who takes it as a personal attack on him, which he does, and flies into
a paranoid rage, that’s how you start a war.”
Many speculate that Trump fits the description of someone with malignant narcissism,
which is characterized by grandiosity, a need for admiration, sadism, and a tendency toward
unrealistic fantasies.
To some mental-health professionals, the “issue is not whether Donald Trump is mentally ill
but whether he’s dangerous.” An NYU professor of psychiatry says, “He publicly boasts of
violence and has threatened violence. He has urged followers to beat up protesters. He
approves of torture. He has boasted of his ability to commit and get away with sexual
assault.”
If Trump were an officer in the Air Force, with any connection to nuclear weapons, he would
need to pass the Personnel Reliability Program, which includes thirty-seven questions about
financial history, emotional volatility, and physical health. (Question No. 28: Do you often
lose your temper?) “There’s no doubt in my mind that Trump would never pass muster,” a
former ballistic-missile launch-control officer in the Army said. “Any of us that had our
hands anywhere near nuclear weapons had to pass the system. If you were having any
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arguments, or were in financial trouble, that was a problem. For all we know, Trump is on
the brink of that, but the President is exempt from everything.”
Representative Earl Blumenauer, of Oregon, said, “The serial repetition of proven
falsehoods—Is this an act? Is this a tactic? Is he just wired weird? It raises the question in
my mind about the nature of Presidential disability.”
Then we have Trump’s “pathological inattention.” Those who write his briefing documents,
keep them short and pepper them with the name ‘Trump’, to ensure it keeps him reading.
Impeachment?
The power of impeachment is a more promising tool for curtailing a defective Presidency.
The Framers gave the House of Representatives the power to impeach a President for
“treason, bribery or other high crimes and misdemeanors” by a simple majority vote, and
they gave the Senate the power to convict or dismiss the charges, by a two-thirds majority.
Were Trump to face impeachment, his lawyers would probably present him as a victim of a
partisan feud, but his unpopularity would be a liability; Republicans in Congress would have
little reason to defend him.
Because the Republican leadership in the House of Representatives will almost certainly not
initiate the ouster of a Republican President, the first step in any realistic path to
impeachment is for Democrats to gain control of the House in the 2018 midterm elections.
If Democrats retake the House, the Judiciary Committee could establish a subcommittee to
investigate potential abuses and identify specific grounds for impeachment.
• corruption and abuse of power
• allegations of business conflicts
• potential Russian collusion
• urging violence at a campaign rally in Louisville, Kentucky, in March, 2016, where he
yelled, referring to a protester, “Get ’em out of here.”
• violation of democratic norms: during the legal battle over Trump’s executive order
on immigration, when a U.S. district judge blocked the order as unconstitutional,
Trump called him a “so-called judge” and said that he should be held responsible for
future terrorist acts on Americans. “If something happens blame him and court
system. People pouring in. Bad!” Trump tweeted.
CONCLUSION
Trump’s impeachment and departure – in the unlikely event that they happen – would not
solve the US’s political problems. America would still have to find ways of mitigating the
economic and social consequences of globalisation, automation, deep cultural conflict, and
the relative weakness of those institutional agencies that in the past have helped give
Americans a greater sense of community and of mutual obligations: voluntary civic
organisations that help offset the ethic of American individualism.
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We might want to see the last of Trump before we hear the last trump – but the problems
to which he’s offered a facile (some might say toxic) panacea will certainly not disappear
when he goes.

