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INTRODUCTION

THE FIX WAS IN

Five million and ten million. 

Those were the dollar values of the contracts that Tom Hardiman lost for refusing to pay kickbacks in exchange for doing work for the City of Detroit.1 Hardiman, the head of an infrastructure construction firm, was on the witness stand during the 2013 trial of former Detroit mayor Kwame Kilpatrick and his codefendants. A bright, charismatic politician, Kilpatrick had been indicted for using his office as a racketeering enterprise.2 Among his codefendants was Bobby Ferguson, an excavation subcontractor and friend. The most serious charge against the men alleged a scheme commonly called “pay to play,” in which individuals seeking to obtain contracts with the City of Detroit—some worth tens of millions of dollars—had to pay kickbacks to the mayor or his associates. 

On this day, Hardiman testified that he had twice submitted bids on contracts to perform work for the City of Detroit.3 While he was waiting to hear whether his bids would be accepted, Ferguson approached him and asked for a 25 percent cut. Hardiman declined. He later learned that he had lost both bids. The company that had won the work, it turned out, had included Ferguson’s firm to perform excavation work in its bid. Hardiman learned the hard way that if he wanted to receive lucrative contracts from the Kilpatrick administration, he would have to hire the mayor’s buddy and pay him a hefty portion of the proceeds. And so, he began including Ferguson in his contract bids. 

Hardiman said he agreed to pay Ferguson because he was still haunted by the contracts he’d lost and feared Ferguson’s sway over the mayor. Hardiman testified that once, Ferguson called and asked for twenty-five thousand dollars; Hardiman raced over to Ferguson’s home with the money. Eventually, Hardiman was paying Ferguson to perform no work at all. As in most shakedowns, once Hardiman began paying extortion money, Ferguson kept coming back for more. The fix was in. 

As the United States attorney in Detroit at the time, I oversaw our team’s prosecution of the Kilpatrick enterprise, which resulted in convictions for multiple crimes, including racketeering conspiracy, bribery, wire fraud, extortion, and tax offenses.4 Kilpatrick was sentenced to twenty-eight years in prison, though President Donald Trump later commuted his sentence. Despite Ferguson’s lesser role in the case, he received no clemency from Trump; Ferguson was later granted compassionate release during the Covid-19 pandemic, in part because of the disparity caused by the break Trump had given to the more culpable Kilpatrick.5 As the judge wrote at the time, Ferguson “was a single-minded crony of the mayor’s, whose only apparent goal was to enrich himself at others’ expense. He achieved that goal through threats and intimidation, primarily focused on the business expectations of his targets. But he was not the driver of the bus; that was Mr. Kilpatrick, where the power resided.”6

Power

This is a book about power—how it is acquired, how it is abused, and how we, the people, can take it back. At the founding of our country, the framers of our Constitution sought to share power among three coequal branches of government, to prevent any one person or faction from accumulating too much. But we are now living through a time when a president has sought to become “where the power resides.” Drawing on lessons about power and corruption from the world of criminal law, this book explores a pathway to fix what’s wrong in our country in the same way I learned, as a federal prosecutor, to combat crime—through prevention, disruption, and deterrence.

Throughout history, we have seen political opportunists exploit the fragility of constitutional democracies. Once in power, corrupt leaders work to dismantle the very checks meant to constrain them: In 1930s Germany, democratic institutions were turned against the people to establish a regime of terror. In post-Soviet Russia, oligarchs and loyalists replaced public servants. Hungary and Turkey provide contemporary examples of democracies hollowed from within—not by military coups but by calculated political maneuvering and intimidation. We are seeing disturbingly similar patterns of events in the United States today. 

These examples are intended not to alarm but to awaken. In each case above, leaders used raw power to dominate the political system—and, once in place, they silenced courts, weaponized agencies, vilified dissenters, and distorted laws with impunity. America is not immune to a descent into authoritarianism. Our system presumes that good-faith actors will steward power with humility and restraint—but what happens when power is claimed by someone who rejects those premises? What happens when the leader governs through mob-style corruption, cruelty, and chaos? When a president claims that our system of government is so broken, and that he is so all-powerful, that he alone can fix it?7 This book—a follow-up to Attack from Within—is about the dangers of American autocracy and how we can stop it.

Corruption

In the Kilpatrick case and others, I have witnessed the corruption of power, in which individuals in positions of authority employ unscrupulous means to achieve their preferred outcomes. Corruption comes in many forms—threats, extortion, lies, self-dealing. But beyond the traditional concept of the word—official acts performed in exchange for monetary gain—corruption also entails abuse of the public trust in more subtle ways. Law professor Zephyr Teachout, who has studied how notions of corruption have evolved throughout our nation’s history, writes: 


Corruption, in American tradition, does not just include blatant bribes and theft from the public till, but encompasses many situations where politicians and public institutions serve private interests at the public’s expense. This idea of corruption jealously guards the public morality of the interactions between representatives of government and private parties, foreign parties, or other politicians.8



This expansive definition of corruption covers any government conduct that lacks integrity. During the Enlightenment, French philosopher Montesquieu argued that corruption was the opposite of virtue, which requires “love of equality.”9 Under this view, favoring the rich over the poor is a form of corruption. Gerrymandering voting districts constitutes corruption. Corruption also occurs when officials ignore institutional norms, act in bad faith, mislead the public, or abuse their lawful powers. Even allowing the appearance of bias is a type of corruption because it undermines public confidence in government. As Adlai Stevenson II once said, “Those who corrupt the public mind are just as evil as those who steal from the public purse.”10

For example, in the early days of the republic, some members of Congress were outraged when Benjamin Franklin accepted a bejeweled snuff box from Louis XVI following his service as America’s minister, or ambassador, to France. While some viewed the gift as a token of gratitude in line with the traditions of diplomacy, others saw it as a symbol of expectation and dependency that would compromise Franklin’s unequivocal loyalty to the United States, since most people naturally feel goodwill toward someone who gives them a gift. At the very least, Franklin’s acceptance of the snuff box created the appearance that he was now beholden to the French king. Unlike the political systems of Britain and France, in which displaying the trappings of power was commonplace, Teachout writes, the American political system was built on “civic virtues and a deep commitment to representative responsiveness at the core.”11 Americans have long favored the everyman politician, in the style of Mr. Smith Goes to Washington; leaders since George Washington have eschewed the pageantry of office, lest they appear to be wannabe kings. 

Donald Trump has brought a very different approach to presidential politics, one that has corrupted our traditional expectation of public service that benefits the people. Trump has purged independent agencies of their leaders and installed lapdogs in their place, even when they appear to lack the skills and experience required for the job. He has pressured law firms, the media, and universities into accepting his demands for increased control over their activities in exchange for avoiding various forms of punishment. In the name of holding accountable public officials who engage in imagined “lawfare,” Trump and his top officials at the Justice Department have themselves weaponized law enforcement to exact revenge on rivals. Trump has impounded congressional appropriations and deployed the National Guard to police American cities. He has ordered the deportation of immigrants without providing the due process they are guaranteed under the Constitution.12 When judges rule against him, he has attacked them on social media or called for their impeachment.13 Trump has used military force to oust a foreign leader, claim its oil resources, and stake out dominance over the Western Hemisphere, abandoning traditional allies and effectively carving up the world for each superpower to control its region, the way New York’s crime families allocated the plundering of the city’s five boroughs. Each of these acts has corrupted American values, ideals, norms, alliances, and traditions. 

What these forms of corruption have in common is the abuse of public power for personal benefit. Extortion—a threat of harm unless a person accedes to demands—is a particularly insidious form of corruption because it creates a cycle of domination and submission. Most people who deal with an extortionist believe they will make a one-time payment, and then the pressure will be off. But just the opposite is true. It’s like giving your lunch money to a bully: Once the extortionist knows you are an easy mark, they keep coming back for more. What’s more, as Tom Hardiman learned, once you pay an extortionist, they own you. They know you won’t complain, because to do so would be to admit your own guilt. That’s called leverage. When a political system becomes corrupted, those who learn to play the game can reap the advantages, leading to a symbiotic relationship between the leader and wealthy business elites who benefit from a patronage relationship. Businesspeople support the leader’s agenda with financial contributions and complicity, the leader rewards them with favorable financial opportunities and regulatory decisions, and the cycle continues, eventually leading to oligarchy, in which a government is controlled by a small number of individuals rather than by the people. 

Trump has often been accused of operating like an authoritarian who seeks to maximize control. That may be true, but Trump’s approach to power during his second term has also made him resemble something else—a mob boss. Trump exhibits many of the same characteristics as the corrupt defendants I encountered during my career as a federal prosecutor. Like the head of a crooked political machine or a criminal organization, Trump uses power not just to lead but to dominate. He makes threats or applies pain to his targets, forcing them to beg for mercy—and once they accede to his power, he controls them. In his farewell address, George Washington warned that laws without virtue could not protect us, and that “cunning, ambitious, and unprincipled men will be enabled to subvert the power of the people and to usurp for themselves the reins of government, destroying afterwards the very engines which have lifted them to unjust dominion.”14 While we have seen corruption and scandals in our government before, such as Boss Tweed’s Tammany Hall Democratic Party machine in New York City and Richard Nixon’s Watergate break-in and cover-up, we’ve never seen anything quite like Trump’s open and public lust for power.

Trump’s mastery of leverage no doubt reflects the influence of Roy Cohn, one of his early mentors. Cohn was a lawyer who served as chief counsel for Senator Joseph McCarthy’s communist witch hunts of the 1950s and later represented members of New York’s most notorious crime families.15 A former Trump employee said that Cohn was the one who “tutored Trump to ignore the law.”16 Trump first met Cohn when he defended Trump and his father in a 1973 federal investigation into allegations of racial discrimination in their apartment rentals. The result was a settlement, but it went unenforced because of what a Politico profile called “Cohn’s shameless, time-buying tactics.”17 During his career, Cohn was indicted four times but never convicted of any crime, prompting comparison to Harry Houdini,18 though Cohn would eventually be disbarred for “dishonesty, fraud, deceit and misrepresentation.”19 Cohn once told Penthouse magazine, “I decided long ago to make my own rules.”20 Indeed, when Trump complained that his first attorney general, Jeff Sessions, had followed Department of Justice (DOJ) ethics protocols and recused himself from the Russia investigation in 2017, he asked aloud, “Where’s my Roy Cohn?” As described by National Public Radio (NPR), “The clear implication was that Cohn, the advocate who stopped at nothing, would never have cowered before a few departmental rules or procedural niceties.”21 Don McGahn, who served as Trump’s first White House counsel, told Special Counsel Robert Mueller that Trump complained about his habit of taking notes, a routine best practice of any ethical lawyer to document conduct and communications. According to McGahn, Trump told him, Roy Cohn “did not take notes.”22 

Cohn compared himself to Niccolò Machiavelli, the influential Renaissance political philosopher.23 In his political treatise The Prince, Machiavelli argued that rulers could best succeed through deception, ruthlessness, and cruelty, and that it was better to be feared than loved.24 It was essential, in Machiavelli’s view, not to simply cross someone but to dominate them into submission: “If an injury has to be done to a man it should be so severe that his vengeance need not be feared.”25 According to Michael Franzese, a former member of the Colombo crime family, Machiavelli was “kind of the patron saint of the mob.” As interpreted by Franzese, Machiavelli’s view was that “you can do anything you need to do to maintain power” because “the ends justify the means as long as you get what you want in the end.”26 Roy Cohn embraced these values. According to his biographer, “Cohn was known for pushing aggressive tactics to the limits and beyond, especially for filing lawsuits and countersuits to bully his adversaries.”27

Cohn’s influence can be seen in Trump’s first book, The Art of the Deal. Trump writes, “The best thing you can do is deal from strength, and leverage is the biggest strength you have. Leverage is having something the other guy wants. Or better yet, needs. Or best of all, simply can’t do without.”28 Sometimes, Trump writes, you have to manufacture your own leverage, noting that “leverage often requires imagination and salesmanship. In other words, you have to convince the other guy that it’s in his interest to make the deal.”29 

With Cohn’s training, perhaps it is no surprise that Trump was the first felon to serve in the White House, having been convicted in a New York state court in May 2024 of thirty-four counts of falsifying business records to conceal hush-money payments to an adult film star before the 2016 presidential election.30 He managed to dodge the consequences of his conviction by regaining the presidency before he could be sentenced; in January 2025, the court granted Trump an “unconditional discharge,” closing the case with no prison time required or fine assessed.31 

In June 2023, Trump was also indicted by Special Counsel Jack Smith for unlawfully retaining sensitive government documents and obstructing the government’s efforts to retrieve them.32 Two months later, Smith indicted Trump again, this time in a case alleging fraudulent interference in the 2020 presidential election.33 Later that month, Trump was indicted in Georgia alongside eighteen codefendants under the Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations (RICO) Act, alleging a scheme to interfere with the 2020 presidential election in that state.34 Trump’s lawyers managed to delay the trials for a variety of reasons unrelated to the merits of the charges: disqualification of Fulton County district attorney Fani Willis over ethical concerns regarding a romantic relationship with a subordinate, a judicial finding that the federal special counsel regulations violated the Constitution’s Appointments Clause, and a ruling by the US Supreme Court that a president is immune from criminal prosecution for conduct that occurs within the scope of his presidential duties.35 As a result of the delays, Trump was able to avoid trials in all three cases by winning the 2024 election. Smith moved to dismiss, without prejudice, his federal cases against Trump for unlawfully retaining sensitive government documents and interfering with the 2020 presidential election, noting that his motion was based not on the merits of the charges but on the view of the Justice Department that a sitting president cannot be prosecuted.36 The indictment in Georgia fizzled once Willis and her office were disqualified. Cohn—and Houdini—would have been proud. 

Rather than be humbled by the indictments, Trump wore them as a badge of honor during the 2024 presidential campaign, often bragging that he had been indicted more times than “Alphonse Capone.”37 Capone, of course, was a notorious gangster who led the Chicago rackets during the Prohibition era, controlling illegal gambling, bootlegging, and prostitution.38 He was said to be involved in bribery and murders, including the legendary gangland killing known as the Saint Valentine’s Day Massacre, in which men dressed as police officers used machine guns to kill members of a rival gang.39 Because of the fear that Capone sowed widely, prosecutors were unable to find witnesses to testify against him. Eventually, he was charged with and convicted of income tax evasion, a crime that can be prosecuted solely on the basis of documents.40

Trump repeated the comparison frequently, telling Fox News, “I’ve often said, Al Capone, he was one of the greatest of all time, if you like criminals. He was a mob boss, the likes of which—‘Scarface,’ they call him. And he got indicted once. I got indicted four times.”41 Trump told Iowa rallygoers that Capone “was seriously tough, right?” noting that “if you looked at him in the wrong way, he blew your brains out.”42 British journalist Samuel Earle argued that the frequency of the references made it clear that Trump relished the comparison to the dangerous mobster. According to Earle:


Mr. Trump’s eagerness to invoke Capone reflects an important shift in the image he wants to project to the world. In 2016, Mr. Trump played the reality TV star and businessman who would shake up politics, shock, and entertain. In 2020, Mr. Trump was the strongman, desperately trying to hold on to power by whatever means possible. In 2024, Mr. Trump is in his third act: the American gangster, heir to Al Capone—besieged by the authorities, charged with countless egregious felonies but surviving and thriving nonetheless, with an air of macho invincibility.43



The comparisons with Capone are abundant, given Trump’s gangster-style assertions of power and his efforts to squeeze money from every opportunity. But Trump’s leadership style goes beyond corruption in its narrow, criminal sense. Through his words and deeds, Trump has also corrupted our institutions, our foreign relations, our discourse, our values, and a system of government that had lasted 250 years. 

Cruelty

Trump’s taste for vengeance means that his power is used not just to advance his policy goals but to exact retribution, sometimes in cruel fashion. New York Times columnist Maureen Dowd wrote that, in contrast to the Founding Fathers, who spoke frequently of “virtue” to “help mold our anti-monarchical society,” Trump “is not interested in virtue; only humiliation, conflict, enrichment, and revenge.”44 As a former prosecutor, I view respect for human dignity as a fundamental requirement for holding public office. The Trump administration, however, traffics in cruelty. Cuts by Trump’s so-called Department of Government Efficiency (DOGE) to the United States Agency on International Development (USAID), which provides humanitarian aid such as food and medical treatment abroad, were expected to result in fourteen million deaths around the world over the next five years, with the most significant impact falling on children under the age of five.45 Trump pushed through a budget bill that would harm some of America’s most vulnerable citizens by cutting $1 trillion from Medicaid and $230 billion over ten years from the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), commonly referred to as “food stamps”46; he seems to reject the view of the nation, expressed by prior presidents of both parties, that “America is great because America is good.”47 When a Minnesota state legislator and her husband were shot and killed in their own home by an intruder in an act of apparent political violence, Trump offered no solace to the state’s governor, Tim Walz, who had been Kamala Harris’s running mate in the 2024 presidential election. When asked whether he had called Walz, Trump responded, “I think the governor of Minnesota is so whacked out, I’m not calling him. Why would I call him?”48 Elon Musk, whom Trump appointed to serve as the head of DOGE, went so far as to say that “the fundamental weakness of Western civilization is empathy.”49

Some of Trump’s most cruel blows were leveled against immigrants, whom Trump has referred to as “animals” who “infest our country.”50 During a cabinet meeting tirade in December 2025, he referred to Somali immigrants as “garbage,” as Vice President JD Vance banged the table in approval.51 When the Trump administration sent planeloads of immigrants to a maximum-security prison for terrorists in El Salvador in March 2025, without prior notice or a hearing, the group included a Maryland man who became something of a cause célèbre. Kilmar Abrego Garcia, the federal government admitted, was deported in error—one of the hazards of failing to provide due process.52 But despite court orders to “facilitate” his return, the Trump administration refused.53 In May, federal prosecutors in Nashville indicted Abrego Garcia on charges of transporting undocumented immigrants54; it was only then that the government transported him back to the United States to face charges, even though it had the power to bring him back all along.55 Upon his return, Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche, a top official at the US Department of Justice, posted a copy of the indictment against Abrego Garcia on X, along with the words, “Welcome back.”56 Then, rather than proceed with his trial, the government sought to deport Abrego Garcia to Uganda, a country half a world away to which he had no connection.57 Courts intervened to prevent his immediate deportation.

Cruelty is contagious. It is not just Trump and Blanche who demonstrate a lack of common decency; other members of the administration and the Republican Party do, too. Mocking the misfortune of others has become the MAGA movement’s calling card. In early July 2025, when the Supreme Court cleared the way for the administration to deport immigrants to a third country where they had no ties, Tricia McLaughlin, a spokeswoman for the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), posted on social media, “These sickos will be in South Sudan by Independence Day.” The immigrants she called “sickos” were from Mexico, Vietnam, and other countries outside the continent of Africa, and some advocates feared they would face torture in South Sudan, a country plagued by violence and civil unrest. Yet they had received no notice or hearing to demonstrate the potential that they could be harmed—the basic elements of due process.58 Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem posted the court’s decision on social media with a video of Trump dancing.59

When I served in government, I was always taught not to “spike the football,” referring to the way a running back might slam the pigskin into the turf in the end zone after scoring a touchdown. The metaphor suggests that government officials should not boast about victories in court, because the goal is not to “win” but to ensure that justice is served and the public is protected. Respect for the fair administration of justice merits a dignified response. And yet, when the court ruled in favor of the Trump administration, McLaughlin posted, “Fire up the deportation planes.”60

How can you expect anything other than cruelty when the immigration program is driven by Stephen Miller, a top aide to Trump? In high school, Miller ran for student government on the platform of making the janitors work harder. During his campaign speech, he reportedly said, “Am I the only one who is sick and tired of being told to pick up my trash when we have plenty of janitors who are paid to do it for us?”61 

The Trump White House and other executive branch agencies utilize social media to energize the MAGA base by expressing not just satisfaction but also glee over their enforcement actions.62 In one post by the Department of Homeland Security, video footage described as an immigration raid was set to the Vanilla Ice rap song “Ice Ice Baby.” The post said, “We’re bringing ICE to the party.”63 The White House account posted similar memes, including a video of chained immigrants being loaded onto a deportation flight that was labeled as something that would bring pleasure to the viewer.64 As Trump promised a surge of ICE agents in Chicago, he posted on his own Truth Social account a meme labeled “Chipocalypse Now,” depicting himself as Robert Duvall’s air cavalry commander in Apocalypse Now, with a caption evoking the Vietnam War film’s famous line: “I love the smell of deportations in the morning.”65 During the nationwide “No Kings” rallies in October 2025, Trump posted on social media an AI-generated video depicting himself wearing a crown while flying a fighter jet labeled “King Trump” and dropping feces on protesters.66 Nathan Taylor Pemberton, who writes about political extremism, called the administration’s communications style “a new form of political propaganda, updating a dark art for the platform era.” Pemberton described the communications style as “ruthless, inflammatory, and designed for maximum viral reach.”67 Welcome to Trump’s America, the land of the free and the home of the troll. 

Even Republicans outside the Trump administration have become infected with the virus of cruelty. In February 2025, GOP Congressman Mike Collins of Georgia used a tasteless joke to suggest an alternative way to remove an undocumented immigrant: “Or we could buy him a ticket on Pinochet Air for a free helicopter ride back.”68 (The former Chilean dictator was known for “death flights” during which dissidents were thrown to their deaths from airplanes and helicopters.)69 In May 2025, Senator Joni Ernst, a Republican from Iowa, was confronted at a town hall in her home state by voters who opposed cuts to Medicaid in Trump’s proposed budget bill.70 When a member of the audience shouted, “People are going to die!” Ernst responded by saying, “We are all going to die.” Ernst came under fire for the comment, but rather than express remorse, she doubled down on her callousness, recording a sarcastic video that she posted on social media.71 In the video, Ernst looked earnestly into the camera and deadpanned: “I would like to take this opportunity to sincerely apologize for a statement that I made yesterday at my town hall”—a good start. But then she continued: “I made an incorrect assumption that everyone in the auditorium understood that yes, we are all going to perish from this Earth. So, I apologize.” Her words made it clear that this was not an apology but rather an insult to her audience’s intelligence. And then came the kicker: “And I’m really, really glad that I did not have to bring up the subject of the tooth fairy as well.”72 

The video may have earned the senator likes and shares from others who traffic in “owning the libs,” but in creating it, she further debased our civil discourse and our respect for our fellow Americans, a growing trend on the far right. As Pemberton wrote, “These radicalized conservatives, some of whom are working as junior staff members and political operatives across the GOP, are showing us the future of conservatism, one demented post at a time.” When a president and his party routinely mock their opponents, it normalizes their cruelty. According to Pemberton, the GOP’s conduct has given permission to others “to defy social norms, float racial conspiracy theories, denigrate foreign cultures—to celebrate gruesome fantasies of barbarism, even permission to threaten select groups.”73

Chaos

When your primary objectives are wealth and power, rather than effective government and sound policy, dysfunction is likely to ensue. Consequently, in addition to corruption and cruelty, chaos is also part of the Trump brand. By surrounding himself with advisers chosen primarily for fealty over ability, Trump has ensured his team is plagued by controversy and dysfunction. The early days of Trump’s second term featured the use of the commercial messaging app Signal to communicate secret US attack plans in Yemen.74 Among the Signal group’s members were Vice President J. D. Vance, Secretary of State Marco Rubio, Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, and National Security Adviser Mike Waltz. Discussing secret military operations on an unsecure platform was bad enough, but Waltz exponentially compounded the problem when he accidentally added to the group chat a person who was not supposed to be there. Not only was Jeffrey Goldberg a civilian with no security clearance, he was also the editor in chief of The Atlantic.75 The use of the Signal app to discuss the planned attack risked the lives of the airmen involved in the strike and possibly violated laws that protect national defense information from disclosure to unauthorized persons, but in the end, it was just another day in the Trump administration. 

The Signal fiasco was also a harbinger of things to come: the hasty firing and rehiring of federal workers essential to maintaining the nation’s nuclear stockpile, havoc in financial markets, uncertainty for businesses caused by on-again, off-again tariffs, and flip-flops on immigration raids targeting farm and hotel workers.76 Six months into Trump’s second term, half a dozen people were holding more than one high-level title.77 Marco Rubio alone held four positions, serving simultaneously as secretary of state, acting national security advisor, acting administrator of USAID, and acting archivist of the United States—none of them small jobs.78 

Perhaps as a result of this understaffing, members of the Trump administration have sometimes publicly failed to do the work of even their primary jobs. In May 2025, the Department of Health and Human Services issued a report titled “Make America Healthy Again”79 that HHS secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. claimed adhered to “gold standard” science.80 But the report contained errors in at least seven citations that experts attributed to the use of artificial intelligence.81 Three of the problematic citations misstated the findings of the articles they referenced, and four of the papers cited did not exist at all.82 A month later, with measles on the rise, Kennedy fired the members of the Centers for Disease Control’s Advisory Committee for Immunization Practices and replaced them with vaccine skeptics.83 Measles cases in the United States reached a thirty-three-year high in 2025, including the confirmed deaths of three people who were unvaccinated.84 In August, Kennedy attempted to fire CDC director Susan Monarez, a Trump appointee, although the CDC director can be fired only by the president.85 Trump fired her the next day, prompting four other senior officials to resign. One of the four, Dr. Demetre Daskalakis, director of the National Center for Immunization and Respiratory Diseases, wrote that he was leaving “because of the ongoing weaponizing of public health.”86 During Trump’s August 2025 summit with Russian president Vladimir Putin in Alaska, State Department documents containing sensitive information about meeting times and locations, as well as US government employee phone numbers, were found left behind on a printer in the business center at the Hotel Captain Cook in Anchorage. National security law professor Jon Michaels said the gaffe was “evidence of the sloppiness and the incompetence of the administration.”87 As Maureen Dowd wrote in The New York Times, “Running government is harder than bloviating on Fox News and assorted podcasts.”88

Meanwhile, at the Department of Homeland Security, Secretary Kristi Noem, entrusted with securing the nation, couldn’t even secure her own purse. Within a few months on the job, she lost her DHS security badge, her passport, blank checks, three thousand dollars in cash, and the key to her apartment when a thief made off with the bag in a DC restaurant, even while under the watchful eye of her security detail.89 Noem has made a show of cosplaying as an immigrant wrangler, patrolling the border on horseback, clad in cowboy hat and olive-green jacket. But when a tragic flood hit Texas in the summer of 2025, Noem’s policy changes slowed the response of the Federal Emergency Management Administration (FEMA).90 Noem’s new policy required FEMA employees to obtain her personal approval before spending a hundred thousand dollars or more. Thus, when Noem did not provide the necessary approval until seventy-two hours after the floodwaters began to rise, the deployment of lifesaving assets was delayed. Noem’s desire for maximum bureaucratic control prevented the nimble autonomy needed on the ground for local search-and-rescue crews to spring into action.91 In the days following the flood, more than 80 percent of phone calls made to FEMA, numbering in the tens of thousands, went unanswered because hundreds of contractors at the agency’s call centers had been fired.92 The agency seemed even less prepared for hurricane season: FEMA director David Richardson, whose prior experience at DHS was in the Countering Weapons of Mass Destruction Office, told his staff shortly after taking office that he was unaware the United States had a hurricane season.93 

Over at the Department of Government Efficiency, Elon Musk was leading cuts to the federal government without any apparent strategic plan in place. Musk’s tenure lasted only 130 days, but in that time he slashed entire agencies, such as USAID, which provided humanitarian aid to developing nations and promoted American soft power around the world.94 After his first month on the job, Musk appeared at the Conservative Political Action Conference wielding a chainsaw to revel in the ruthless cuts.95 But reducing the federal workforce by 10 percent without careful consideration came at a cost. Some employees who were removed had to be rehired: After 2,000 employees were laid off at the Department of Energy, nearly 350 of them had to be recalled to their jobs at the National Nuclear Security Administration (NNSA), where they performed critical functions such as assembling nuclear warheads, managing radioactive waste sites, and preventing contamination of residential areas.96 Rob Plonski, a deputy division director at the NNSA, posted a blunt assessment on social media: “Cutting the federal workforce responsible for these functions may be seen as reckless at best and adversarially opportunistic at worst.”97 The online magazine Slate called it “a mess, so farcical that it almost didn’t feel real, except that it was.”98 

Trump’s signature economic plan—“reciprocal tariffs” that would ostensibly balance the nation’s trade deficit—was possibly even more chaotic. Announcing different tax rates for different countries, Trump referred to the day of his tariff decree in April as “Liberation Day.”99 Adverse reactions in the stock market, though, caused him to “pause” the blanket tariffs and then begin negotiating with individual countries for “deals” on rates.100 Although the president lacked clear authority under constitutional and statutory law to impose tariffs, Trump did so seemingly at will, even for reasons beyond trade purposes, punishing Canada for alleged fentanyl smuggling and Brazil for the prosecution of its former president Jair Bolsonaro, a Trump ally.101 When asked whether the tariff rate on Brazil was extortion, former Trump adviser Steve Bannon said, “It’s MAGA, baby. It’s a brave new world.”102 

According to The New York Times, after the first six months of Trump’s second term, the tariffs were an “assault on global trade” without “any semblance of organization or structure.” As the Times described it, “Trump has changed deadlines suddenly. He has blown up negotiations at the 11th hour, often raising unexpected issues.” Airlangga Hartarto, the Indonesian minister for economic affairs, said that negotiating tariffs with Trump was like “going through a labyrinth” and arriving “back to Square 1.”103

The Trump administration’s combination of corruption, cruelty, and chaos is a triple threat to American democracy. And while Donald Trump will not be on the political stage forever, the MAGA movement will likely outlast his presidency. His relentless push for unchecked presidential power threatens not only to erode the norms of American democracy but also the very fabric of our society. If this trajectory continues, we risk becoming a democracy in name only, where power is controlled by the few, checks and balances are ignored, disparities in wealth grow wider, public confidence in government shrinks, information warfare prevails, and vigilante violence becomes ever more pervasive. 

A Way Forward

To save America as we know it, we must first acknowledge the corruption, cruelty, and chaos that now exist all around us. Kwame Kilpatrick’s criminal operation profited for years by using power to receive kickbacks, instill fear, and silence victims. It wasn’t until individual victims found the courage to come forward and speak out that Kilpatrick and his accomplices were brought to justice. In the same way, other political leaders will continue to use leverage for personal gain over public virtue if we let them. But in a democracy, power belongs to the people. What we need is a clear plan and the political will to take it back. 

This book offers ideas to reclaim power for the people. By looking to lessons from history and examples from other countries, we can identify methods for restoring the balance of authority in our country. We can implement structural changes to provide guardrails that can prevent this president or future leaders from abusing the power of the executive branch. It is not enough to resist the status quo: We must also lay out a vision for what comes next to address our problems, including economic issues, immigration, violent crime, climate change, and the impact of technology, with the hope and optimism that have always inspired the American spirit. 

But we need not wait for future leaders to take action. There are a number of steps each of us can take to improve conditions in the United States right now. Importantly, we can choose right now to see ourselves and each other as individuals and resist divisive efforts to cast us as “the right” versus “the left.” We must think for ourselves and see others not as our enemies, but as our fellow Americans seeking a common purpose of freedom and prosperity. 

We, alone, can fix it. 





PART I

The Playbook of Power—The New Authoritarianism





One

carrots and sticks

In the opening scene of The Godfather, a tuxedo-clad Vito Corleone is seated in a dark, shadowy room.104 From an upstairs window, Corleone oversees revelers dancing to festive music in the bright sunshine at the wedding of his daughter. But the head of the Corleone crime family must attend to business. Amerigo Bonasera, a humble funeral director, has come to ask a favor from the crime don—an honorific title derived from the Latin term “dominus,” meaning “lord.”105 Bonasera describes a brutal attack on his daughter and asks Corleone to arrange for the assailants to be beaten. Corleone first scolds Bonasera for failing to show him proper respect, for failing to develop a “friendship,” for failing to call him “Godfather.” Bonasera weeps and kisses Corleone’s ring, submitting to the don’s power. Ultimately, Corleone agrees to help. He asks for no monetary payment. Instead, he whispers these words to Bonasera: “Someday, and that day may never come, I’ll call upon you to do a service for me.”106 

What Corleone demands is fealty: I will do you a favor, and then you will be beholden to me. Subservience is an essential component of any corrupt organization. The leader of a lawless political machine or the kingpin of a drug trafficking organization can’t accomplish their goals alone. In fact, they would rather keep their own hands clean and use underlings to do their dirty work. 

I know from my own work as a government manager that effective teams have members who feel safe speaking up and providing frank advice and candid feedback to the team’s leader. But in a crime organization, the objectives are different. Loyalty to the boss—not to the mission or the cause—is essential to ensure that subordinates do not reveal corrupt plans or damaging secrets. When mob bosses speak in terms of loyalty, what they really mean is obedience. Leaders of criminal organizations use carrots and sticks to build this sort of loyalty and to punish betrayal. Underlings quickly learn what they must do to stay in the boss’s good graces, and a breach of loyalty is met with swift retribution. In gang terms, “snitches get stitches.”

Donald Trump has long prized this form of loyalty. Early in his first term, when the FBI was investigating Russia’s efforts to interfere with the 2016 election, Trump invited the agency’s director, James Comey, to dinner at the White House.107 When Comey arrived, he was surprised to find that he was the only guest.108 Comey surmised that the dinner was “an effort to have me ask for my job and create some sort of patronage relationship.”109 When Comey told Trump that he viewed the role of the FBI as apolitical and independent from the White House, Trump said, “I need loyalty. I expect loyalty.”110 Over the next two months, Trump would push Comey to “lift the cloud” the investigation was casting on his presidency, at one point stating, “Because I have been very loyal to you, very loyal; we had that thing you know.”111 Comey declined, and Trump fired him a few weeks later.112 

The independence of the FBI director must have been a shock to Trump, who had learned how to develop loyal foot soldiers in the private sector. Michael Cohen, Trump’s former lawyer and onetime fixer, said before going to prison for three years that he was motivated in his conduct by “blind loyalty to Donald Trump.”113 Among Cohen’s crimes were violating campaign finance laws by making hush money payments for Trump and then lying about it to Congress.114 Cohen later changed his views about Trump, testifying against him before Congress. Cohen said that Trump spoke in “code,” running his organization “much like a mobster would do.”115 Trump responded by calling Cohen “a rat,” an underworld term for a law enforcement informant.116 

In 2025, Trump was still living according to the mob ethos, viewing pardons as business transactions. He granted clemency for Democratic congressman Henry Cuellar of Texas, claiming without evidence that he and his wife had been indicted solely because he opposed the Biden administration on border issues.117 Trump apparently expected Cuellar to switch parties for the 2026 midterm election in gratitude to Trump. When Cueller announced he would be running for re-election, as a Democrat, the president lambasted his “lack of LOYALTY”118 Trump also sent a message to others seeking pardons to ensure they understood the expectation of payback, adding, “Oh’ well, next time, no more Mr. Nice guy!”119

The Carrots 

This form of loyalty also seemed to drive Trump’s selections for appointees and advisers, many of whom lacked the qualifications typical for their jobs. Unlike his first term, when Trump surrounded himself with generals and veterans of prior administrations, his second term has featured appointees with very little experience in management or expertise in their fields. Until their nominations, it would have been astonishing to imagine former Fox News personality Pete Hegseth as secretary of defense, political flamethrower Kash Patel as FBI director, vaccine denier Robert F. Kennedy Jr. as secretary of health and human services, or former professional wrestling promoter Linda McMahon as secretary of education. Trump’s first choice for attorney general, Matt Gaetz, was under investigation due to multiple allegations of criminal conduct, including sex trafficking and statutory rape, but Trump nominated the Florida congressman anyway, withdrawing the nomination only when it became clear that he lacked the votes for Senate confirmation.120 

These appointments seemed absurd on their face. But when they are viewed through the lens of fealty rather than qualifications, they begin to make sense. The idea that Trump even considered Gaetz, described by NPR as “a conservative firebrand and loyal defender of Trump,” for the nation’s top law enforcement post demonstrated the president’s desire for uncontested control above objective qualifications.121 Trump’s pick for ambassador to Malaysia, Nick Adams, a self-proclaimed “alpha male” social media influencer, was so grateful for his appointment that he posted on his Substack social media account a message of thanks to Trump, writing, “You are not only my favorite President, you are my favorite person.”122 Brendan Carr, though qualified on paper for his position as Trump’s chairman of the Federal Communications Commission, began wearing a gold lapel pin with Trump’s image, a startling shift from more commonplace American flag pins.123 It was difficult to miss the symbolism—allegiance was now owed not to the nation but to its leader. 

According to historian Ruth Ben-Ghiat, when individuals are placed in high office “without the credentials one would normally expect, they become dependent on and indebted to the leader.”124 This “engineered incompetence” has enormous value because it “makes those individuals more dependent on the leader and creates more space for the leader’s powerful cronies to influence the institution to their own benefit.”125 In other words, a loyal pushover is easier to control than an independent expert. Hannah Arendt, a twentieth-century German American political theorist, described this concept in her seminal work, The Origins of Totalitarianism. “Totalitarianism in power invariably replaces all first-rate talents, regardless of their sympathies, with those crackpots and fools whose lack of intelligence and creativity is still the best guarantee of their loyalty.”126

Take Hegseth: On the plus side, Trump’s pick for secretary of defense was a Princeton graduate who had served in the military. He performed tours of duty with the Army National Guard in Guantanamo Bay, Iraq, and Afghanistan, earning two Bronze Stars for meritorious service. But honorable service in the armed forces alone does not qualify someone to lead the world’s largest military organization, with three million active-duty service members, reservists, and civilian personnel stationed all over the world.127 According to retired lieutenant general Mark Hertling, a former Army commander, a defense secretary’s duties include not only overseeing military commands around the globe but also providing advice on American capabilities and war plans when the president is considering a military operation, sometimes during a crisis. More than any other adviser to the president, the secretary of defense influences the president on whether to execute operations that could risk the lives of US troops or bring the country into war.128 Hertling says that emotional intelligence is an essential trait for a secretary of defense, who must coordinate a unified national security and foreign policy strategy with the heads of departments of state, treasury, commerce, and homeland security; the director of national intelligence, and the national security advisor.129 The secretary of defense, he notes, needs a “deep understanding of military strategy at the highest levels, operational logistics, the American way of war, and the unique (and at times competing) military cultures of the Army, Navy, Air Force, Marines, Space Force, and Coast Guard.”130 And through it all, he must foster “a culture of accountability, collaboration, and teamwork.”131 

And yet, Trump nominated Hegseth. Justin Higgins, a former Republican opposition researcher who vetted Hegseth for an undersecretary position during Trump’s first administration, called him “perhaps one of the least qualified picks for secretary of defense that we’ve seen.”132 In addition to Hegseth’s lack of significant management experience, his track record outside the military was deeply concerning. Hegseth had led two nonprofit organizations that advocated for veterans but resigned from both amid allegations of financial mismanagement or misconduct.133 As the leader of Vets for Freedom, an organization with fewer than ten employees, Hegseth ran it into the ground; he racked up half a million dollars in debt and then left the organization to be folded into another entity.134 Hegseth’s experience as a financial manager did not bode well for overseeing the Pentagon’s $1.3 billion budget.135 

Hegseth later led another organization, Concerned Veterans for America, with an even more alarming record: A whistleblower report indicated that Hegseth was often so intoxicated while at work-related events that he sometimes had to be carried out.136 According to the report, Hegseth once got so drunk at a strip club where he had taken members of his management team that he had to be physically restrained from jumping onstage to join the exotic dancers.137 Substance abuse is a challenge for many Americans and is deserving of empathy and treatment, but it is a bright red flag for someone being considered to make decisions about whether to conduct air strikes or send troops into harm’s way. The report also stated that Hegseth, who was married at the time, created a hostile work environment by repeatedly pursuing female staffers sexually.138 In an email message, his own mother called him “an abuser of women” who “belittles, lies, cheats, sleeps around, and uses women for his own power and ego.”139 (She later apologized for writing the message and criticized The New York Times for publishing it.)140 In the military, where sexual assault is a serious concern, a leader with a reputation for aggressive impropriety toward women is hardly the best role model. 

Yet Hegseth was confirmed and, predictably, became embroiled in controversy almost immediately. In the incident that would become known as “Signalgate,” Hegseth used a commercial messaging application to communicate with other cabinet officials about covert military operations in Yemen, demonstrating his dangerous combination of ignorance and arrogance. In the chat, Hegseth wrote, “We are currently clean on OPSEC,” or operational security, ignoring the risks of using an unsecured commercial messaging application and apparently oblivious to the fact that a journalist had been inadvertently included in the group.141 By April, reports indicated that his staff was in turmoil, leading to a headline in The New York Times reading, “Under Hegseth, Chaos Prevails at the Pentagon.”142 

If his incompetence could have been predicted so easily, why, then, would Trump select Hegseth to serve in such an important post in the first place? According to Higgins, the Republican vetter, Hegseth “was likely chosen because he seems willing to say and do anything Trump wants.”143 Hegseth demonstrated to the world his fawning submission to Trump during his confirmation hearing, when he told a senator that he had completed five sets of forty-seven pushups that morning, choosing the number to honor the nation’s forty-seventh president.144 

Indeed, when the time came, Hegseth did something a predecessor in Trump’s first administration was unwilling to do—deploy military troops to confront civilians who were protesting on our own soil. Former Secretary of Defense Mark Esper had a more traditional résumé than Hegseth: undergraduate degree from West Point, master’s degree in government from Harvard, and a doctorate in public policy from George Washington University; decorated combat commander; prior leadership positions at the Pentagon; adviser to congressional foreign relations and armed services committees; and defense industry executive.145 

According to Esper, when racial justice protests erupted across the country in 2020 in response to the police killing of George Floyd, an unarmed Black civilian in Minneapolis, Trump wanted to deploy ten thousand troops on the streets of Washington, DC.146 Esper wrote in his memoir that Trump asked Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Mark Milley to attack the protestors.147 As described by Esper, “We reached that point in the conversation where he looked frankly at Gen. Milley and said, ‘Can’t you just shoot them, just shoot them in the legs or something?’ . . . . It was a suggestion and a formal question. And we were just all taken aback at that moment as this issue just hung very heavily in the air.”148 Esper publicly opposed Trump’s push to deploy military troops on American soil to suppress protests, an act of insubordination that Trump viewed as unforgivable.149 Shortly after the 2020 election, with only two months remaining in his administration, the president fired Esper via tweet.150 

As he entered his second term, Trump was determined not to make the same mistake twice. During his confirmation hearing, when Hegseth was asked whether he would refuse an order from Trump to shoot protesters, he declined to answer.151 Four months into Trump’s second term, Hegseth defended Trump’s deployment of five thousand members of the National Guard and marines to the streets of Los Angeles in response to immigration protests, calling them “a critical component of how we secure the homeland.”152 More troops would later be sent to Washington, DC, Chicago, and other American cities.153 Within Hegseth’s first few months on the job, GOP senator Thom Tillis of North Carolina, who had voted to confirm Hegseth, admitted that the secretary was “out of his depth as a manager of a large, complex organization.”154 Tillis made the concession only after announcing he would not seek reelection.155 Qualifications like Esper’s were once expected for the demanding job of leading the Pentagon, but credentials mean nothing to a corrupt leader who demands blind obedience over independent judgment. 

Of course, the country suffers when its leaders are incompetent. Professor Brian Klaas, who studies global politics at University College London, writes that because tyrants “tend to be thin-skinned narcissists”156 who surround themselves with sycophants, they “rarely get told that their stupid ideas are stupid, or that their ill-conceived wars are likely to be catastrophic.” Klaas says, “Offering honest criticism is a deadly game and most advisers avoid doing so. Those who dare to gamble eventually lose and are purged. So over time, the advisers who remain are usually yes-men who act like bobbleheads, nodding along when the despot outlines some crackpot scheme.”157 So much for “the best and the brightest.” 

The Purge

While installing loyalists as agency heads, Trump also purged the independent experts in government whose fealty could not be presumed. Even before taking office, Trump announced that he would replace FBI director Christopher Wray, whom Trump himself had appointed to a ten-year term in 2017 but who had shown Trump no more loyalty than Comey had, permitting the 2022 search of Trump’s Mar-a-Lago home to recover sensitive government documents that Trump had allegedly removed unlawfully from the White House.158 Trump replaced Wray with Kash Patel, who has written books attacking the FBI as “a threat to the people.”159 During his first week in office in 2025, Trump fired seventeen inspectors general, the independent watchdogs who investigate misconduct within federal agencies.160 Trump removed them without complying with the legal requirement to provide thirty days’ notice to Congress, including a detailed rationale for the decisions.161 

Trump also fired a Biden appointee from the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) before the expiration of her term, despite statutory language that board members may be terminated only for “neglect of duty or malfeasance in office, but for no other cause.”162 The NLRB was left without a quorum, rendering it unable to perform its work of reviewing claims of unfair labor practices. Trump also fired the head of the Merit Systems Protection Board, which reviews claims brought by federal workers of unfair employment actions.163 The Supreme Court granted Trump a temporary reprieve from court orders blocking the terminations and signaled that its approval may be permanent when the case comes back to the court on the merits.164 

In August 2025, Trump fired Lisa Cook from her position on the Federal Reserve Board of Governors, well short of the expiration of her fourteen-year term. The president said he had found the statutorily required “cause” to fire her, citing allegations that Cook had made false statements on a mortgage application.165 Cook sued, challenging her termination.166 Her removal was a blow to the central bank’s independence, which sets interest rates for the nation’s lenders.167 According to a spokesman for the Federal Reserve, “Long tenures and removal protections for governors serve as a vital safeguard, ensuring that monetary policy decisions are based on data, economic analysis, and the long-term interests of the American people.”168 Trump was constantly demanding that the Fed reduce interest rates and toying with the idea of firing its chair, Jerome Powell.169 Lower interest rates were in Trump’s short-term political interest because they would spark borrowing and investment, leading to a booming economy in time for the midterm elections, but they would also risk long-term harm to the economy by potentially triggering inflation. 

The purge also extended to the Department of Justice, where Trump installed acting leaders who immediately fired more than a dozen prosecutors who had worked on the team of Special Counsel Jack Smith in the investigation of Trump.170 They also fired FBI supervisors and demanded the names of agents who worked on the cases against defendants who participated in the January 6, 2021, attack at the US Capitol.171 The interim US attorney in Washington, DC, Ed Martin, fired prosecutors hired during the Biden administration to work on the Capitol cases.172 Later, seven senior supervisors were demoted because of their roles in cases against Capitol rioters and former Trump advisers Steve Bannon and Peter Navarro.173 A former prosecutor in the office called the move “a vendetta against line prosecutors who were doing their job.”174 Scores of immigration judges, part of the Department of Justice, were fired without explanation and replaced with Trump appointees.175 

Trump also removed Hampton Dellinger, a Biden appointee, as the head of the Office of Special Counsel (OSC), only one year into his statutory five-year term.176 Not to be confused with Jack Smith’s office, the OSC is an independent agency created by Congress following the Watergate scandal. Implemented as part of the Civil Service Reform Act, the OSC protects federal workers. Among its responsibilities are protecting whistleblowers and other federal workers from unlawful employment practices. It also enforces the Hatch Act, which prohibits political activity in federal workplaces.177 

In Dellinger’s place, Trump appointed Paul Ingrassia, who was then just three years out of law school.178 Like Hegseth, Ingrassia’s qualifications seemed to rest on his servility to Trump; he had been a fellow at Claremont Institute, the think tank home of John Eastman, the mastermind of the 2020 fake electors scheme.179 Before his appointment, Ingrassia had called for pardoning individuals who were convicted of crimes committed during the January 6 attack at the US Capitol.180 And he didn’t stop there: He also urged reparations of one million dollars per family for those same convicts, demanded the resignation of any judge or prosecutor involved in “the J6 scam,” and pressured Congress to “undertake impeachment proceedings against them if they do not cooperate.” Ingrassia also advocated for Congress to make January 6 a national holiday, to place “the day’s events in their proper historical context: as a peaceful protest against a great injustice affecting our electoral system.”181 In 2025, political independence was out, and blind obedience to Trump was in. Ingrassia would later withdraw himself from consideration after a group text chat was made public in which he told other Republicans that he had a “Nazi streak” and that Martin Luther King Day should be “tossed into the seventh circle of hell.”182 

In addition to replacing officials with sycophants, Trump created a new position at the Department of Homeland Security to oversee election integrity and then appointed an election denier to the job.183 Heather Honey, a former private investigator with no experience running election systems, worked with Trump in an effort to overturn the 2020 presidential election results.184 Arizona Secretary of State Adrian Fontes, a Democrat, said Honey had a “well-documented history of spreading election lies that have been debunked in court.”185 This fox would be making no pretense of guarding the henhouse. 

The Sticks

Of course, with Trump, loyalty is a one-way street. Like Mark Esper and Michael Cohen, other former employees and appointees have learned that crossing Trump leads to punishment—and not just quietly, but cruelly. During Trump’s first term, when Attorney General Jeff Sessions recused himself from the investigation into the Trump campaign’s collusion with Russia, the president taunted him on social media and eventually fired him.186 When Sessions’s successor, William Barr, publicly contradicted Trump’s claims that the 2020 election had been rigged, Trump demanded his resignation.187 

Mike Pence, Trump’s vice president in his first term, found himself not only insulted by his former boss but also targeted by an angry mob at the US Capitol when Trump publicly blamed him for failing to stop the certification of Joe Biden as president on January 6, 2021. According to Pence, “President Trump demanded that I use my authority as vice president presiding over the count of the Electoral College to essentially overturn the election by returning or literally rejecting votes. I had no authority to do that.”188 After Pence issued his statement on the afternoon of January 6, indicating that he would proceed with the certification of Biden at the Capitol, Trump posted a tweet that endangered the life of the vice president—“Mike Pence didn’t have the courage to do what should have been done”—prompting the crowd that had breached the Capitol to chant, “Hang Mike Pence!”189 Some White House staffers later said the tweet prompted them to resign because it escalated the situation at the Capitol.190 

These acts of vengeance were no one-offs; they were part of Trump’s longtime strategy of what he calls “counter-punching.”191 The tactic is one he learned from his mentor, Roy Cohn.192 As Trump wrote in The Art of the Deal, “When people treat me badly or unfairly or try to take advantage of me, my general attitude, all my life, has been to fight back very hard.”193 And according to his wife, Melania Trump, “When you attack Donald, he will punch back ten times harder.”194 Barbara Res, an engineer and lawyer who worked for Trump on construction projects in the 1980s, said of Trump, “He was always, ‘Fire a gun at me, and I’ll drop a nuclear bomb on your head,’” she said. “It was always, ‘We’re going to sue’ whoever he thought was against him. He enjoyed it. He liked to make people suffer.”195 In August 2023, shortly after being indicted by Jack Smith for election interference, Trump posted on Truth Social, “IF YOU GO AFTER ME, I’M COMING AFTER YOU.”196

During Trump’s second term, when judges appointed by Trump ruled against him, he blamed Leonard Leo, the former chair of the conservative Federalist Society, which had provided recommendations for judicial appointments.197 After a Trump appointee on the Court of International Trade joined a ruling to block Trump’s tariffs, the centerpiece of his economic policy, Trump blasted Leo in a post on Truth Social, calling him “a sleazebag.”198 Trump also wrote that Leo “openly brags how he controls Judges, and even Justices of the United States Supreme Court,” Trump wrote. “I hope that is not so, and don’t believe it is!”199 Trump seemed outraged that Leo had failed to deliver judges who, in exchange for being appointed by Trump, would always rule in Trump’s favor—a warped, mob-style view of how the legal profession operates. Trump had a similar tantrum when the Supreme Court agreed that the tariffs were illegal.

The Fealty

By rewarding his appointees in advance, Trump was offering a sort of bribe: Once they accepted the title, they owed the boss their obedience in exchange. In addition, like new gang recruits who must perform an initiation rite to prove their fealty, Trump’s cabinet officials were often put on the spot to perform in public to display their fawning loyalty to him. Cabinet meetings sometimes lasted for hours as Trump went around the table to extract compliments from each of his appointees. As described by The New York Times: “All of the president’s men and women took their turns, each working a little bit harder than the last to offer Mr. Trump praise and to assure him that they were working to tackle his long list of grievances.”200

In April 2025, Trump brought along his advisers as props when he met with President Nayib Bukele of El Salvador in the Oval Office to discuss the detention of immigrants from the United States at a maximum-security prison in his country, including the erroneous removal and imprisonment of Kilmar Abrego Garcia.201 Trump and Bukele laughed callously about the detention of the immigrants, who received no due process before being transported to one of the world’s most notorious prisons;202 Trump even suggested sending “homegrown criminals”—American citizens—to the prison in El Salvador.203 To lend his conduct a veneer of legitimacy, Trump trotted out Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem, Attorney General Pam Bondi, and Secretary of State Marco Rubio. It was time for them to earn their keep. As described by journalist Frank Bruni in The New York Times, the room was filled with “a gaggle of administration lackeys whom Trump had gathered around him in a perverse show of solidarity, by which I mean sycophancy.”204 

When Trump asked Noem to “say a few words about the border,” she raved that it was “absolutely phenomenal what a great leader can do,” ignoring the apparent legal and human rights violations that were occurring. Feigning ignorance about the public outcry over Abrego Garcia’s removal from the United States without due process, his imprisonment in a foreign terrorist prison, and Trump’s refusal to return him, Rubio said simply, “I don’t understand what the confusion is.”205 

By then, Rubio had clearly made peace with his role as a Trump toady. In an earlier Oval Office meeting, the former Florida senator had sat silently by as Trump and Vice President J. D. Vance berated Ukrainian president Volodymyr Zelensky over Russia’s war with his country.206 Rubio had previously supported American aid for Ukraine. After the meeting, Rubio mocked Zelensky for “trying to Ukraine-splain on every issue” and posted on social media, “Thank you @POTUS for standing up for America in a way that no President has ever had the courage to do before. Thank you for putting America First. America is with you!”207

According to Bruni, such performances “underscore one of the most consequential dynamics of the second Trump administration: the enlistment and indoctrination of aides who will validate every fiction that Trump asks them to, obey all of his orders, and shield him from any accountability.”208 Of course, they must have known what they were signing up for: allegiance not to the public but to their leader. 

“Someday, and that day may never come, I’ll call upon you to do a service for me.”





Two 

invincibility theater

John Bravata had it all—a six-million-dollar home, ninety thousand dollars in jewelry, an expensive Maserati, and an even more expensive Ferrari. The ostentatious display of wealth gave the appearance of overwhelming success to the Michigan businessman, who led a group he called BBC Equities, also known as the “Billionaire Boys Club.”209 In fact, Bravata was a con artist, running a Ponzi scheme that would defraud investors out of fifty million dollars, robbing some of them of their life savings.210 As I learned while supervising the case, the lavish display of wealth was a crucial element of the crime. The massive home, the flashy cars, and the expensive jewelry were all part of the charade that convinced investors that BBC Equities was a wild success. 

That case highlighted the importance of dazzling imagery in fraud schemes. The trappings of success seduce potential victims to fall for the scam. The trick works in politics, too: Candidates want to look the part they are trying to project. Some lean into their backgrounds in the military or law enforcement to exude strength. Others seek to appear to be a person of the people, posing in rolled-up shirtsleeves or sitting at a kitchen table. Donald Trump, ever the showman, took the game to new heights, with no subtlety about his intentions. But visual imagery is not the only tool for conning victims or seizing power. In addition, corrupt politicians use disinformation to divide, distract, and punish. The consequence of these manipulations is to undermine public confidence in government and to normalize the use of political violence.

Invincibility Theater

Trump has long been a showman, a trait he has said he learned from his mother, who “had a flair for the dramatic and grand.”211 He has described her watching Queen Elizabeth II’s 1952 coronation on television and being “enthralled with the pomp and circumstance, the whole idea of royalty and glamour.”212 He wrote that he once considered attending film school because he was “attracted to the glamour of the movies”; he admired Hollywood moguls like Samuel Goldwyn, Darryl Zanuck, and Louis B. Mayer because they were great showmen.213 

Instead, Trump followed his father into the real estate business, where he used “bravado” and “hyperbole” to “play into people’s fantasies.”214 In The Art of the Deal, Trump wrote, “People may not always think big themselves, but they can still get very excited by those who do. That’s why a little hyperbole never hurts. People want to believe that something is the biggest and the greatest and the most spectacular.” He called this “truthful hyperbole” “an innocent form of exaggeration—and a very effective form of promotion.”215 

In The Art of the Deal, Trump tells a story about one of his first real estate ventures. Setting up a meeting to discuss a deal in Manhattan in 1973, Trump wrote, “We had no formal name for the company . . . so I began to call it the Trump Organization. Somehow the word ‘organization’ made it sound bigger. Few people knew that the Trump Organization operated out of a couple of tiny offices on Avenue Z in Brooklyn.”216 Trump later decked out Trump Tower, his signature skyscraper on Fifth Avenue, with no smoke but plenty of mirrors. Trump wrote that “we used a lot of reflective glass, particularly on the sides of escalators. That was critical, because it made a fairly small core space look far larger and more dramatic.”217 In 2015, he would ride down that same escalator to announce his candidacy for president of the United States.218 A little hyperbole never hurts. 

Trump no doubt learned even more about the power of imagery while working on his reality television show, The Apprentice,219 which New York Times writers Russ Buettner and Susanne Craig called “The Star-Making Machine That Made ‘Donald Trump.’”220 Each week from 2003 to 2017, viewers saw what appeared to be a wealthy businessman decisively wielding power from a large leather chair in a mahogany-paneled boardroom. Ivy League graduates competed with cutthroat ambition for an internship with the Trump Organization and the privilege of learning at the feet of a wealthy tycoon. But the show, Buettner and Craig wrote, would “test the bounds of reality television magic.” In fact, the boardroom was created by set designers because producers found the real offices at Trump Tower too shabby, with chipped desks and musty carpet odors. And it was not just the office that needed a makeover. As Buettner and Craig wrote, “The producers would also need to invent a version of Donald Trump that did not actually exist—measured, thoughtful and endlessly wealthy—a complete rehabilitation of his public image.” 

At the time, Trump had been through four bankruptcies due to the failure of his casinos and hotels.221 His Trump Shuttle airline had failed when his loans went into default, and he lost ownership to his creditors.222 To stay afloat, he directed his siblings to sell, for less than market value, properties in a trust fund that his father had intended to keep in the family;223 Trump would continue to develop his brand by putting his name on products ranging from steaks and vodka to bottled water.224 He would eventually pay twenty-five million dollars to settle allegations of fraud made by students of his now-defunct Trump University; they claimed he failed to deliver on promises to provide education in the workings of the real estate business.225 When The Apprentice was launched, Trump was well-known, but 58 percent of Americans had an unfavorable opinion of him. Over time, however, the show transformed his public image. The magic of television made him appear to be something he was not: a fabulously successful businessman. 

Glitter and Gold

That illusion of success helped propel Trump to the White House in 2016. During his second term, Trump doubled down on imagery to create a sort of invincibility theater. Let’s start with the décor: In 2025, Trump redecorated the Oval Office, adding ornate gold fixtures that would look at home at the Palace of Versailles.226 The walls were adorned with gilded appliqués and gold-framed mirrors, and the mantel was replete with golden urns, vases, and decorative figurines.227 Gold coasters stacked on end tables bore the name not of the United States or of the White House but of Trump.228 He also redecorated the Cabinet Room, adding gold leaf to the ceiling trim and hanging more portraits, while admitting that he selected them based less on the subject and more on the size of the frame. “Look at those frames. You know, I’m a frame person. Sometimes I like frames more than I like the pictures.”229 

In mid-2025, Trump announced plans to add a ninety-thousand-square-foot ballroom to the White House, at a cost of two hundred million dollars. He had already bulldozed over and paved the Rose Garden, the better to accommodate large crowds for his speeches. The ballroom, he said, would be his legacy.230 Some presidents are renowned for their honesty during times of crisis, and others for their leadership. Trump wanted to be remembered for glitz. He would tack on to the once modest, tasteful People’s House an addition nearly the size of two football fields, the cost of which soon escalated to four hundred million dollars.231 The staggering sum was raised through private donations from companies like Apple, Google, Lockheed Martin, and Palantir Technologies, many of which routinely bid for government contracts or were subject to regulatory action, thereby raising significant ethical concerns.232 Additionally, contrary to Trump’s initial assurances that the history of the building would be preserved, the entire East Wing of the White House was demolished in the construction process. After demolition began, Trump fired all six members of the Commission of Fine Arts, the independent agency that reviews construction plans for federal buildings to “preserve the dignity of the nation’s capital.”233 

The ballroom’s garish look reflected the same taste Trump displayed at his lavish apartment in Trump Tower in Manhattan and at his home at the Mar-a-Lago Resort in Florida, a style that author Peter York has referred to as “dictator chic.”234 York is the author of a book examining the homes of despots, such as Mu’ammar Gaddhafi and Saddam Hussein. According to York, the look is “an architectural and artistic means of establishing the power of the occupants, of intimidating and impressing any visitor.”235 As Trump said while admiring the Cabinet Room during a meeting, “This is a very important room. Very powerful room, great room.”236

Trump’s love of gold goes beyond White House décor, permeating much of his rhetoric and stagecraft. In his second inaugural address, he pledged that the next four years would be known as the “Golden Age of America.”237 He proposed an immigration “gold card,” an expensive shortcut to a green card that would grant lawful permanent residence in the United States to anyone willing to pay five million dollars.238 In December 2025, Trump announced plans to build a new series of battleships, to be called the “Trump class,” part of a “Golden fleet” of twenty to twenty-five Navy vessels.239 The US Naval Institute News estimated the cost of the ships at ten-to-fifteen billion dollars each.240 Experts criticized the behemoth ships as ill-suited for modern warfare.241 Trump’s proposed $175 billion missile-defense system, the lucrative contract for which was expected to go to Elon Musk or some other wealthy Trump supporter, would be called, naturally, the “Golden Dome.”242

Show of Force

The investment in imagery does not end there. Long on Trump’s wish list, a military parade finally made its way down Pennsylvania Avenue in 2025. The purported purpose of the parade was to commemorate the army’s 250th anniversary, but it also happened to coincide with Trump’s seventy-ninth birthday. Appropriately enough, Trump was born on June 14, Flag Day. While many presidents pander to patriotism, Trump took it to a new level, physically hugging and kissing the flag on stage at the Conservative Political Action Committee convention in 2020.243 During his second term, Trump had an eighty-eight-foot flagpole erected at the White House.244 He even proposed prosecuting protesters who burn the American flag, even though the Supreme Court declared such conduct protected by the First Amendment in 1989.245 

Waving the flag at every opportunity seems to be simply one more branding opportunity: If you listen to Trump, his supporters are “patriots” and his critics hate America.246 The marketing pitch seems to be that if you love America, you should love Trump, because they are one and the same. According to White House spokeswoman Taylor Rogers, “The American flag has always been important to the President’s identity—from the day he was born, on Flag Day, it was clear that his DNA is USA.” With his standard uniform of a navy-blue suit, white shirt, and red tie—the same colors as the Stars and Stripes—Trump has quite literally wrapped himself in the flag. 

The estimated cost of Trump’s military parade was twenty-five to forty-five million dollars, spent at the same time he was slashing grant funding, firing federal workers, and pushing for cuts to the budget of the Veterans Administration.247 But, to Trump, this didn’t matter: If you want the world to think you are invincible, you must invest in appearing invincible. Tanks, planes, helicopters, and even a robot dog made their way past the reviewing stand of America’s commander in chief, who repeatedly rose to salute soldiers marching by as fawning Fox News announcers provided live television coverage. 

Donald Trump, of course, never served in the military; during the Vietnam War, he avoided the draft by obtaining a medical exemption due to bone spurs.248 Nonetheless, Trump had fantasized about hosting a military parade ever since witnessing an extravagant Bastille Day procession down the Champs-Élysées in France during his first term.249 As Trump explained, a parade was an opportunity to show off America’s military power: “We have the greatest missiles in the world. We have the greatest submarines in the world. We have the greatest army tanks in the world. We have the greatest weapons in the world. And we’re going to celebrate it.”250 Later in 2025, Trump proposed the construction of a victory arch in Washington, DC, to commemorate the nation’s 250th birthday;251 some critics called the structure the “Arc de Trump.”252 It was all a flex of America’s—and Trump’s—military might. As Machiavelli wrote, it is better to be feared than loved. 

Use of Force

In addition to showing force, the Trump administration has also used force against immigrants, protesters, and ships at sea. In so doing, Trump often focuses on the substantive goal of public safety, one that most people certainly would consider desirable, rather than on the havoc he wreaks on the rule of law. But of course, the Constitution protects states’ rights to manage their own affairs and guarantees individuals the rights to free speech, due process, and freedom from unreasonable searches and seizures. Those rights also apply to undocumented immigrants who are present in the territorial jurisdiction of the United States. In repeatedly overrunning the law, Trump seems to be betting that his supporters do not appreciate the nuances of complex statutes and constitutional doctrine—so much for fulfilling his constitutional duty to take care that the laws be faithfully executed. 

This substance-over-process strategy is one Trump has employed repeatedly. For instance, Trump has used military troops to support immigration enforcement, although the military is never supposed to be deployed within the United States in this fashion. Over the objection of California governor Gavin Newsom and Los Angeles mayor Karen Bass, in June 2025, Trump deployed four thousand National Guard troops and seven hundred marines to Los Angeles—ostensibly to protect federal property, but really to suppress protests over immigration raids in the area.253 While some protesters committed acts of violence and attacked federal buildings, the governor and mayor objected to the presence of military troops in a situation that local law enforcement could comfortably handle. A federal judge later ruled that Trump’s use of troops to perform law enforcement activities violated the federal Posse Comitatus Act.254 

In July, federal agents visited MacArthur Park, located in an area of Los Angeles with a large concentration of Latino residents. Accompanied by eighty members of the California National Guard, dozens of agents in military attire marched through the park, along with more agents on horseback.255 A helicopter flew overhead, while military-style vehicles parked nearby. According to internal army documents, the objective of Operation Excalibur, as it was called, was “to demonstrate, through a show of presence, the capacity and freedom of maneuver of federal law enforcement within the Los Angeles Joint Operations Area.”256 The operations plan indicated that the park was surrounded by four schools and a retirement community, noting: “High density of civilians in complex urban terrain, moderate to high potential for collateral damage if threat activity requires use of lethal force in a kinetic engagement.” Translation: If we provoke trouble, innocent people may die. Mayor Bass said the scene looked like “a city under siege, an armed occupation.”257 Yet according to Gregory Bovino, a Customs and Border Protection official in California, “Better get used to us now, cause this is going to be normal very soon. We will go anywhere, anytime we want in Los Angeles.”258 In other words, the operation was all about power. He would later bring aggressive immigration enforcement tactics to Minneapolis.

Trump would later send National Guard troops to Washington, DC, declaring that violent crime constituted an “emergency” in the city that justified a federal takeover of the municipal police department.259 In so doing, Trump was using an aggressive reading of the statute that allows the president to utilize the DC municipal police during a federal emergency. In fact, he was doing just the opposite—using federal personnel to perform local police work. 

Trump claimed that crime in the nation’s capital was “out of control,” even though statistics showed the rate to be at a thirty-year low.260 He would later deploy National Guard troops in other cities, such as Portland, Oregon, Chicago, Memphis, Charlotte, and New Orleans, withdrawing them where they were unwanted only after the Supreme Court intervened.261 During a September 2025 speech in Washington before America’s active-duty generals, Trump compared Portland to a “war zone” and told them they should consider American cities their “training grounds,” where they could “handle” “the enemy from within.”262 

In fact, it seemed that Trump was creating chaos to justify imposing order. His plans threatened to provoke civil unrest across the country as Americans demonstrated against a federal takeover of local law enforcement.263 As columnist Michelle Goldberg wrote at the time, “In a post-reality environment, it turns out, the president didn’t need to wait for a crisis to launch an authoritarian crackdown. Instead, he can simply invent one.”264 While crime and violence should be condemned, she wrote, “the idea that Trump needed to put soldiers on the streets of the city because riots were spinning out of control is pure fantasy.”265 

I know from my experience in law enforcement that surges of officers and zero-tolerance programs can be effective—but only for a short time. If Trump were really interested in reducing violent crime in American cities, he would have provided local police departments with more resources, assigned officers to high-crime neighborhoods, or bolstered grant funds for agencies that provide crime prevention programs. Instead, he cut such grant funding and deployed federal troops in visible tourist areas, such as on the National Mall. His tactics seemed more a show of force than a crime-reduction strategy. Trump revealed his own thinking when he predicted that violent crime would be a “big subject” in the 2026 midterm elections.266 In fact, Trump seemed to be working to make it a significant issue by engaging in the kind of show that captures the public’s attention, without delivering any tangible results. Trump said that he would “rescue” Washington from “crime, bloodshed, bedlam and squalor and worse.”267 Within a few weeks, he falsely claimed that crime in the nation’s capital had been completely eliminated: “Washington, DC is a totally safe city. You’re not reporting any crime because there is none.”268 He also posted this claim on social media: “DC IS NOW A CRIME FREE ZONE.”269 Trump suggested that assaults that “take place in the home” should not be counted in crime statistics, referring to the serious crime of domestic violence as “a little fight with the wife.”270 In fact, violent crime was not gone, though it was down 7 percent.271 Perhaps the decrease was due to the visible presence of officers on the streets, which can deter crime. Or the single-digit drop might simply have reflected the statistical margin of error from one data-gathering period to the next. 

At the same time that Trump was using troops to purportedly address crime on American streets, he rebranded the Department of Defense as the “Department of War.” (Although only Congress can officially change the name of a cabinet department created by legislation, Trump used an executive order to give the department the “secondary title.”)272 The order made it clear that this directive was no mere empty gesture, directing department personnel to use the new name in all correspondence, communications, ceremonies, and “non-statutory documents.”273 After more than a decade as the central character in a television reality show, Trump understood the importance of branding. The executive order explained that the change would “signal to adversaries America’s readiness to wage war to secure its interests.”274 No one seemed happier about the move than Pete Hegseth, who would henceforth be known as the “Secretary of War.” He used a sports metaphor to gush over his new title: “As the president has said, we’re not just defense, we’re offense.”275 Hegseth later embellished upon the point to a room full of generals: “We also don’t fight with stupid rules of engagement. We untie the hands of our warfighters to intimidate, demoralize, hunt, and kill the enemies of our country. No more politically correct and overbearing rules of engagement, just common sense, maximum lethality and authority for warfighters. . . . You kill people and break things for a living.”276 As Trump prepared to escalate federal law enforcement operations in Chicago, he posted a meme online, complete with helicopter emojis: “Chicago about to find out why it’s called the Department of War.”277

The rebranding was a stark change from the department’s desired image for the past eight decades. Following World War II, Congress changed the department’s name from War to Defense to emphasize its goal of peace over conquest; as the Cold War dawned, the United States emphasized deterrence over provocation.278 Since that time, the country has grown into a superpower through its strategic use of soft power, providing humanitarian relief, engaging in diplomacy, and modeling democratic freedom. But Trump prefers hard power—exorbitant tariffs, isolation from allies, embrace of authoritarians, and the new name to signal military aggression. David E. Sanger, foreign policy and national security correspondent for The New York Times, wrote that the new nomenclature came at a particularly fraught time—“a moment when deterrence is more critical than ever—in cyberspace, outer space and a world where Russia and China are celebrating an uneasy partnership to challenge American pre-eminence.” Of course, Trump has lacked any consistency in his chaotic presidency, also lobbying for the Nobel Peace Prize by bragging that he had “ended seven wars,” a dubious claim that caused some foreign allies to bristle.279 

The department’s new name was more than symbolic. In 2025, Trump repeatedly directed military strikes in international waters at ships that he claimed were transporting illegal drugs into the United States.280 These attacks killed scores of people that the Trump regime claimed were “narco-terrorists” who were “poisoning Americans.”281 Pete Hegseth gleefully posted on social media videos of the target boats bursting into flames.282 “There will be no refuge or forgiveness,” he wrote, “only justice.”283 No doubt, most Americans support the goal of reducing the flow of fentanyl and cocaine into the United States, but Trump’s method—use of lethal force—had no apparent authorization under criminal, international, or military law.284 In addition, some questioned the factual predication that all of the boats were, indeed, operated by members of a drug cartel.285 Even though only Congress has the constitutional authority to declare war, Trump was going it alone: “I don’t think we’re going necessarily to ask for a declaration of war,” he said. “I think we’re just going to kill people that are bringing drugs into our country. OK. We’re going to kill them. They’re going to be, like, dead.”286 In one instance, when two men survived an initial strike on their boat, a second shot was fired to ensure their deaths, an act that was condemned even by John Yoo, the DOJ lawyer who authorized the CIA to engage in “enhanced interrogation” after the attacks of September 11, 2001.287 The use of military force sent a message to the world that Trump felt unconstrained by the law to impose his will. New York Times national security writer Charlie Savage wrote that Trump was flaunting indifference to the law with “audacious transparency.”288 It was like a mob hit in broad daylight: Everyone knew what had happened, and no one was going to do anything about it.
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