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The United States 
faces extraordinary 
political and 
societal challenges.
P OL IT ICA L  P OL A RIZ AT ION and extremism 

have reached dangerous levels and our country’s 
long-term economic and social inequities and toxic 
information ecosystem aggravate existing tensions 
and compromise our ability to address important 
policy problems.

In this situation, it is easy to blame Donald Trump for 
the sad state of American democracy. But Trumpism 
is almost certain to outlast Trump himself. The 
grievances he exploited existed well before he became 
president and likely will endure after he is gone from 
the political scene. 

It is time to step back from this risky precipice and 
reflect on the systemic causes of current threats to 
American democracy, procedural justice, and a reason-
based society. With polarization now entrenched and 
authoritarianism gaining strength, no one should 
assume that democracy will survive, facts will triumph 
over falsehoods, and reason will prevail over emotion. 

Drawing on his personal experiences operating in 
the D.C. policy world, Darrell West offers advice for 
protecting people, organizations, and the country as a 
whole from contemporary challenges. This book makes 
the threats to democracy understandable by explaining 
specific problems and offering concrete ideas for 
ameliorating them. It will appeal to anyone interested 
in American politics, democracy, elections, mass 
media, technology, and governance. 
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Introduction

We live during a tumultuous time. Both in the United States and 
around the world, large- scale transformations are endangering dem-
ocratic processes and threatening basic liberties. Authoritarianism 
is taking root in many nations as people turn to strong leaders who 
vow to end chaos, chart a firm path, and restore stability. 

This is not the first time humanity has faced major governance 
problems. During World War II, the old order was destroyed and a 
number of economies were devastated. Yet leaders came together 
afterward, constructed new regimes, and negotiated treaties and 
agreements, and life grew more calm and peaceful. 

At many points in history, unsettling developments have spiraled 
out of control and plunged individual nations and the world as a 
whole into devastating turmoil. During those periods, there was in-
effective governance, leaders turned dictatorial, and problems got 
much worse. 

In this book, I argue that we sit at a crucial crossroads where 
governance could move in a variety of different directions. We can 
seize the moment, demand constructive changes, and shift toward 
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a brighter future, or we can fail to deal with rising threats and have 
our current system crumble. It is hard to see America being able 
to solve domestic problems or lead the world internationally if we 
do not function in an effective manner. Having deficiencies in terms 
of electoral processes, voting rights, public opinion, political insti-
tutions, media coverage, civic discourse, and social media dissem-
ination is the epitome of ineffective and dysfunctional governance. 
It is time to recognize the seriousness of these problems and take 
actions to protect cherished rights and processes.

Threats to American Democracy

The United States faces extraordinary problems of polarization, ex-
tremism, and radicalization, which make it difficult to safeguard our 
democratic system and deal with important policy issues. In recent 
decades, there has been a precipitous decline of public confidence in 
government, along with problems of institutional performance and 
questions regarding election integrity. Taken together, these devel-
opments pose systemic risks and threaten the very fabric of our de-
mocracy, society, and politics.1

Many of these issues were highlighted during and after the 2020 
election. Boasting the highest voter turnout in nearly one hundred 
years, the contest revealed sharp divisions, frayed civility, a wide-
spread mistrust of political opponents, and efforts at raw political 
power. The results in both the presidential and the congressional 
elections showed a polarization and radicalization that permeated 
many parts of the country and will likely reverberate for the foresee-
able future. 

The country was fortunate during this critical time that coura-
geous public officials from each party stepped up to defend democ-
racy and safeguard electoral procedures. State and local elections 
administrators overcame intense political pressure to count the 
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votes, audit the results, and certify popular vote winners. In particu-
lar, there were a number of Democratic and Republican governors, 
secretaries of state, and local elections officials as well as judges in 
key swing states who resisted partisan overtures and upheld elec-
tion laws. But without their principled actions, America could have 
experienced a far more tumultuous presidential transition. 

There are many developments that have intensified America’s 
contemporary political turmoil.2 As an example, the near extinction 
of moderates in Congress has had detrimental consequences for 
governance and problem solving. Bargaining, compromise, and ne-
gotiation used to be the guiding principles for American politicians. 
Legislators sought to resolve conflict and forge winning coalitions 
that cut across a variety of perspectives. 

Yet, as I note later in this volume, institutional dysfunction, 
changes in public opinion, the rise of toxic social media platforms, 
the power of big money, and the incentives that political leaders have 
to keep their supporters angry have poisoned the atmosphere for 
reasoned discussions and effective governance. Politicians fight with 
everything they have, and policymaking has become more a matter 
of might than right. The information ecosystem rewards those who 
are angry by amplifying their messages and spreading narratives 
of hate and vitriol. As noted by Indiana University political scientist 
Steven Webster, “Politicians seek to make their supporters angry 
because angry voters are loyal voters.”3 

In the current climate, there is a clear formula by which leaders 
can subvert elections and democracy. They can allege ballot fraud, 
demand an audit, throw out contested ballots from certain areas, get 
the state legislature to certify the victory, and have Congress ratify 
that decision.4 And once in power, such leaders can use democratic 
processes to pass legislation that rigs future elections, packs the ju-
diciary, gerrymanders legislative districts, undermines public trust 
in the media, and delegitimizes the professors, think tank scholars, 
and nonprofit experts who document those actions.
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The United States has already moved several steps down the 
path of illiberalism, and it won’t take much to slide into outright au-
thoritarianism. We live in a risky time where transformational shifts 
can take place quickly. It is important to prepare for a variety of sce-
narios as the country navigates the shifting sands of political, social, 
economic, demographic, and institutional changes. Despite our two- 
century tradition of self- rule, the reassuring admonition that “it can’t 
happen here” is no longer very convincing. 

Alternative Explanations

There are many viewpoints about what has gone wrong with Amer-
ican democracy. In a widely read essay, Brookings scholar Robert 
Kagan places much of the blame on Donald Trump. He says the 
leader created a cult of personality around himself, and there is a 
coming constitutional crisis generated by the former president’s 
willingness to push lies regarding election integrity, violate long- 
held democratic norms, and play to the fears and resentments of 
the American heartland. Each of those actions poses considerable 
risks in upcoming elections and puts the country in a precarious 
position.5

In this extraordinary situation, though, risks emanating from 
Trump, although quite substantial, may not represent the full story. 
There are many problems that confront American democracy from 
counter-majoritarian political institutions, the existence of fake 
news and alternative realities, and culture wars that enrage people 
and make it difficult to solve problems. In some respects, Trump is 
a symptom of underlying problems in American politics and society, 
not the ultimate cause. 

In this vein, some observers point to longer- term developments 
that predate and go beyond Trump. For example, a number cite a 
Republican party that has been taken over by ultranationalist forces 
and appears willing to do whatever it takes to gain power. In a 2012 
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book, It’s Even Worse Than It Looks: How the American Constitu-
tional System Collided with the New Politics of Extremism, scholars 
Thomas Mann and Norman Ornstein warn about a GOP engaging 
in “asymmetric polarization” and moving toward becoming an in-
surgent party with antidemocratic views. Writing several years 
before Trump’s presidency, they perceptively argued that Republi-
can leaders have previously engaged in actions that threaten Amer-
ican democracy.6

Yet conservatives say liberals have contributed to political polar-
ization and extremism by moving Democrats to the left.7 They argue 
progressive voices have grown emboldened to call for major change 
in social policy and political processes. A number of progressive 
leaders feel the country has been on the wrong path for decades, 
and now is the time to chart a different course. As that bloc has 
grown in power and intensity, many Democrats have pushed bigger 
and bolder solutions and, in conjunction with conservatives shifting 
to the right, the gap between the two parties has grown dangerously 
wide.

Still others focus on long- term structural forces that have created 
social and economic tensions that are very difficult for any politi-
cal leaders to resolve.8 Income inequality is at a one- hundred- year 
high, economic opportunity has diminished for many Americans, 
geographic disparities are widespread between the U.S. heartland 
and the coasts, racial and gender injustices persist, technology inno-
vation is disrupting whole sectors of the economy, and geopolitical 
tensions are high around the world. The sheer magnitude of these 
challenges has pushed democratic governance to the breaking point 
and made it impossible for anyone to resolve conflict and govern 
effectively.

Finally, some writers emphasize systemic factors that enable po-
litical illiberalism to flourish. In her insightful book, Twilight of De-
mocracy: The Seductive Lure of Authoritarianism, Anne Applebaum 
notes how illiberal leaders “use conspiracy theory, political polariza-
tion, social media, and even nostalgia” to overturn democracy and 
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institute illiberal or authoritarian regimes. Such individuals ques-
tion facts, harass opponents, undermine civil society, and weaken 
oversight institutions so there is little accountability for themselves.9 
Taken together, these shifts make it easy for illiberal leaders to take 
advantage of chaos and disorder by promising a strong hand that 
will steady the ship.

It matters which of these perspectives is most important because 
the remedies vary substantially across these possible explanations. 
If Trump is the problem, for example, the solution is not to elect him 
as president again. However, if the malady lies with polarization and 
extremism fueled by Republicans moving to the right and Demo-
crats shifting to the left, the redress is not just stopping Trump but 
figuring out how to deal with radicalized political parties.

Yet, if the problems are more structural and systemic in nature, 
as I argue in this book, the correctives must be far broader. It is 
not simply a matter of stopping Trump and copycat candidates, or 
having more moderates in each party, but rather addressing the 
institutional, societal, economic, and technological forces that are 
endangering governance and democracy. Those kinds of cures in-
volve broad- based political reform, dealing with income inequality, 
addressing racism, and coping with the ills of widespread techno-
logical change. 

The challenge right now is a perfect storm where all these factors 
are coming together in dangerous ways. Each development feeds 
on other maladies and exacerbates societal tensions, institutional 
dysfunction, and political norm busting. For example, social media 
and income inequality endanger democracy, yet poor governance 
makes it impossible to mitigate problems created by these platforms 
and the loss of economic opportunity. American democracy is at risk 
because of not just one but many factors that are straining the abil-
ity of politicians to address major problems. Some threats emanate 
from Trump and nationalist elements within the Republican party, 
whereas others arise from Democrats shifting to the left, structural 
economic inequality, and cultural tensions. Problems in each area 
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fuel a sense of grievance on the part of many people, generate feel-
ings that “the other side” is not playing fairly, and encourage leaders 
to use raw political power to accomplish their political objectives.10 
Left unchecked, it will not take much of a political crisis to dele-
gitimize elections, overwhelm governing processes, and topple 
democracy.

Why Trumpism Will Outlast Trump

It is easy to blame Donald Trump for the threats to democracy. After 
all, he abused the powers of his executive office, spread false claims, 
incited violence, and tried to rig the election in his favor. He violated 
major ethics norms, claimed he was above the law, and argued he 
could not be indicted for any crimes while serving as chief executive.

But it is important to realize that Trumpism will likely outlast 
Trump himself.11 The structural forces he appealed to existed in 
society well before he became president and almost certainly will 
endure after he is gone from the political scene. He may have accel-
erated societal discontent and a sense of grievance on the part of 
some Americans, but he did not create that resentment. Discontent 
has been present for a long time and shaped the polarization and 
extremism that have built up over several decades.12

The discontent is manifest in many issues, ranging from abortion 
and immigration to the loss of economic opportunity, critical race 
theory, and what it means to be an American. Recent populist upris-
ings, such as the tea party, antiglobalization sentiments, anti–Wall 
Street viewpoints, climate change skepticism, antivaccination and 
antimasking behaviors, and Trumpism itself signal the existence of 
widespread dissatisfaction that may take years to resolve. Given the 
magnitude of the forces at play, it will be difficult to ease our public 
fissures, reduce polarization, diminish extremism, and improve our 
information ecosystem. 

With these current problems, many do not trust experts and feel 
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that coastal elites have sold the heartland down the river. They point 
to unfair policies, flawed trade deals, and widespread geographic 
disparities to buttress their feeling that the system is rigged and or-
dinary folks are disadvantaged. With people being deeply cynical 
about contemporary affairs and distrusting political opponents, it 
will take considerable effort for the country to work through the 
intense and highly partisan conflict that emanates from long- term, 
structural forces. 

My Unique Vantage Point

I have a unique vantage point from which to assess the contem-
porary crisis of American democracy. For much of my adult life, I 
taught political science at Brown University. Coming to that institu-
tion near the beginning of Ronald Reagan’s presidency, I witnessed 
the growing polarization in American politics and brought an ana-
lytic lens to how toxicity was poisoning civic discourse and altering 
both public opinion and electoral behavior.

I had grown up on a dairy farm in rural Ohio and understood 
the frustrations of those living in the heartland. Most of my rela-
tives and many of my high school friends were conservatives who 
did not like what had transpired over the past several decades. They 
saw the two coasts thriving while the heartland struggled. They felt 
the system was rigged against them, and media and cultural elites 
looked down on them. And as religious people, they disliked what 
they saw as the growing secularization of the United States and the 
loss of traditional moral values.13

At many points in time, my life seemed schizophrenic as I nav-
igated the vast gulf between my conservative roots and teaching 
at one of the most liberal universities in America. Brown was so 
liberal I sometimes joked that the political divide on campus was 
not between Democrats and Republicans (which were a rare breed 
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at Brown), but between Democrats and Socialists. It was not that 
the latter were so numerous but that they were a noisy presence on 
campus and had an outsized influence on campus dialogues.14

In 2008, my life turned in still another unexpected direction 
when I moved to Washington, D.C., to head the Governance Stud-
ies program at the Brookings Institution. It was a think tank that 
was the epitome of the eastern establishment. Each week, we hosted 
leading politicians, reporters, business leaders, and academic ex-
perts for discussions about American politics and domestic policy. 
Joining a think tank in the capitol city gave me a bird’s- eye perspec-
tive on the massive upheavals that were unfolding and the risks that 
were growing at an alarming pace.

Throughout this volume, I combine my perspective as a politi-
cal scientist studying long- term trends in American politics with my 
personal experiences growing up in the Bible Belt, teaching at a lib-
eral university, and working in a D.C. think tank. I draw on my own 
encounters as well as those of my acquaintances, the experiences 
of people at other think tanks and universities, and what has hap-
pened to those who operate in advocacy organizations and nonprofit 
groups. Having taught at a leading university for many years and 
worked at a think tank for more than a decade, I have an uncommon 
position from which to analyze current threats and dangers. 

Overview of the Book

The plan of the book is as follows. Chapter 2 discusses develop-
ments that have created a poisonous atmosphere in American 
democracy. The storming of the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, 
shocked many observers and led to fears regarding the future of 
the political system. But the country’s problems are far more acute 
than what occurred on that date. I discuss the many ways in which 
contemporary features, such as shifts in voting rights, presidential 



POWER POLITICS10

emergency power declarations, the Insurrection Act of 1807, and the 
Electoral Count Act of 1887, can provide a future means by which 
“legal coups” could happen in the United States. January 6, 2021, 
could be a harbinger of far more worrisome political risks.

Chapter 3 examines the changing American political and media 
landscape. Information is being weaponized and used to disrupt 
governance. Changes in digital technology have created enormous 
cyber vulnerabilities across all parts of the ideological spectrum 
and made it easy for those of various political stripes to engage in 
personal destruction of their opponents. Lies and propaganda are 
easily spread via social media, and at a time of widespread polariza-
tion, it is hard to have reason- based discussions about major policy 
problems. All these developments undermine qualities of civil soci-
ety that are vital for democratic governance.

Chapter 4 reviews the many currents in public opinion that are 
threatening democracy. There is a high level of political polariza-
tion, widespread mistrust in government, declining support for de-
mocracy among the general public, and a worrying emergence of 
authoritarian viewpoints among a significant part of the elector-
ate. Those developments create a public opinion climate that could 
enable extraconstitutional actions on the part of ambitious leaders. 

Chapter 5 outlines how the emergence of counter-majoritarian 
political processes and institutions have made it possible for small 
groups of people to gain power over broader interests. There are 
ways in which the Electoral College, U.S. Senate, legislative gerry-
mandering, federal court packing, and campaign finance abuses 
have led to an unrepresentative system and the undermining of de-
mocracy itself. Raw power exercised by small numbers of people 
makes the general public quite cynical about public affairs and af-
fects the ability of the overall system to address important problems. 

Chapter 6 outlines forces in the knowledge sector that have in-
creased the complexity and intensity of political conflict. There are 
issues related to the role of money, the rise of partisanship, hard-
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ball tactics, fake news, and changes in geopolitics. At a time of tidal- 
wave shifts in domestic politics and international affairs, it is easy 
for conflict to intensify and for universities, think tanks, and non-
profit organizations to come under fire. It is quite challenging for 
university professors and think tank experts to navigate the vicissi-
tudes of contemporary politics. 

Chapter 7 discusses how the use of private investigators and gov-
ernment inquiries creates problems for individual reputations, civil 
society organizations, and democratic discourse. In a digital world, 
it is easy to gain access to confidential information that can embar-
rass opponents, weaken them politically, or expose them to legal 
harm. In combination with instantaneous dissemination by social 
media and partisan news sites, it is a treacherous environment for 
those who participate in or analyze the process.

Chapter 8 discusses the risks of societal shaming during a 
period when social media can spread information, misinformation, 
and disinformation around the world in seconds. Online vitriol and 
personal attacks can endanger livelihoods and even lives and can 
also undermine public discussions. Digital technologies have sped 
up the news cycle, threatened public health, raised the systemic 
risks, and undermined the fabric of civic dialogue. 

Chapter 9 covers the culture wars that have angered voters on 
all sides and made it difficult to address pressing problems. Lead-
ers pit groups against one another in dangerous ways, wedge issues 
are used for political purposes, and societal tensions are exploited 
in harmful ways. Those developments enrage people and increase 
societal discord. Widespread unhappiness makes it difficult to take 
actions that might reduce social inequities, decrease conflict, and 
mitigate policy problems. 

Chapter 10 offers advice for dealing with this high- risk situation 
where democracy is under assault and authoritative institutions are 
under suspicion. I outline how we need to protect people, organiza-
tions, and the country as a whole from the challenges that permeate 
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the existing environment. It is important to understand the risks of 
poor governance, address the dangers of digital communications, 
and see how legal, media, policy, and political changes are under-
mining personal and systemic protections. I outline a number of 
steps we need to take in order to secure democracy, reason- based 
discourse, fair play, and procedural justice during a threatening 
time. 
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2

Why You Should Be Worried 

People’s fears about democracy have risen in recent years due to 
several developments. There have been violent outbursts that have 
shocked people and shattered long- standing norms. In addition, the 
opaqueness of legal procedures and institutional processes sur-
rounding both elections and governance poses risks for civil soci-
ety and the political system. There are worrisome trends in civic 
discourse that debase our discussions and make it difficult to take 
constructive actions. Given these developments, it is crucial to un-
derstand why people should be worried about our political system 
and the ways perfectly legal coups can take place in the United 
States. 

Open Insurrection

On January 6, 2021, the day when members of Congress met offi-
cially to certify the 2020 vote and name Joe Biden as the chief exec-
utive, the then president Donald Trump was upset at what he saw as 
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an epic unfairness committed against him and his supporters. All 
those who opposed him and his plan to make America great again 
had rigged the presidential election by engaging in massive ballot 
fraud. Even though more than sixty judges, including a number 
appointed by Trump himself, had rejected these accusations on 
grounds of insufficient evidence, the chief executive continued to 
spread the lie that opponents had stolen the election. He was angry 
at the blatant miscarriage of justice and wanted to give a public talk 
to his followers on the National Mall right outside the White House.

However, his address that day would turn out to be no typical 
presidential speech. Trump would rant as he always did and say it 
was time to “stop the steal.” He played his usual grievance card that 
he was the object of tremendous unfairness and told his devotees 
they were patriotic people who had supported his efforts to reform 
America. He could not believe how treacherous Democrats were and 
the lengths to which they would go to undermine him and engage in 
unfair tactics. His aides and numerous other people had heard those 
complaints many times since Election Day.1

In an improvised section at the end of his speech, he implored the 
crowd to move down to the U.S. Capitol. In language that shocked 
many people, he uttered the now famous admonition: “After this, 
we’re going to walk down— and I’ll be there with you. We’re going to 
walk down. We’re going to walk down. Any one you want, but I think 
right here. We’re going to walk down to the Capitol, and we’re going 
to cheer on our brave senators and congressmen and women. We’re 
probably not going to be cheering so much for some of them because 
you’ll never take back our country with weakness. You have to show 
strength, and you have to be strong.”2

As Trump departed the stage, his agitated chief of staff, Mark 
Meadows, confronted him and the security detail: “There’s no way 
we are going to the Capitol.” The president feigned a lack of under-
standing about why his top aide was upset. He pretended that he 
didn’t grasp what Meadows was proclaiming. His adviser repeated 
the president’s words: “You said you were going to march with them 
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to the Capitol.” “Well— ,” Trump replied, and then paused, seemingly 
uncertain how to respond. “How would we do that? We can’t orga-
nize that. We can’t,” the chief of staff implored him. “I didn’t mean it 
literally” was Trump’s disingenuous response. Technically, the exec-
utive was correct that he did not intend to tag along with the march-
ers on their route to the Capitol. Yet the president knew exactly what 
he was doing when he urged his followers to confront lawmakers. 
Despite having lost the popular vote and Electoral College, he was 
deadly serious about remaining in power and thought a massive 
public protest would help his cause.3

Meadows was worried that his tempestuous boss had added 
those exhortations to the crowd. The chief of staff understood that 
within hours members of Congress were going to certify Biden’s vic-
tory, thereby ensuring Trump’s defeat, and he did not want his boss 
anywhere near that location. He knew that Trump and his some-
times lawyer Rudy Giuliani had spent weeks hatching one scheme 
after another in an effort to keep Trump in office. Meadows was fa-
miliar with the planning because he was involved with a number of 
the options, such as the efforts to overturn the results of key states 
by alleging ballot fraud.4

Trump did not head to the Capitol as promised, but instead went 
back to the White House. There was a lunch with family members 
and close aides. Afterward, Trump watched the unfolding march on 
television, although he was unhappy that only the public affairs net-
work C- SPAN was covering it live. None of the major broadcast net-
works or cable stations were showing the angry crowd streaming 
down Pennsylvania Avenue. 

Early in the afternoon, Trump tweeted out his dismay that his 
own vice president, Mike Pence, had failed to object to Democrat 
Joe Biden’s election victory, effectively making him president. “Mike 
Pence didn’t have the courage to do what should have been done to 
protect our Country and our Constitution, giving States a chance 
to certify a corrected set of facts, not the fraudulent or inaccurate 
ones which they were asked to previously certify. USA demands the 
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truth!” Trump wrote.5 He could not believe his own running mate 
had refused to back his claims about massive ballot fraud and a 
stolen election. Up until the end, he thought there was a chance the 
vice president would upend centuries of democratic precedent and 
disapprove Biden’s victory.

Trump’s followers did exactly what he had urged them to do. They 
marched to the legislative citadel and were mad as hell. They agreed 
with the New York billionaire that the election had been rigged by 
Democrats and Trump had been robbed of a rightful victory. Egged 
on by conservative television networks, partisan websites, and in-
flammatory social media posts, they sided with Trump’s view that 
a dramatic theft had occurred, and they were going to express their 
profound discontent with that injustice.6 

The crowd was filled with protesters who believed what Trump 
said. They wore MAGA hats, carried American flags, and were upset 
at the injustice. They were “the base,” the part of America that loved 
Trump and stayed with him regardless of what critics said. Indeed, 
the more extreme his behavior, the more his people loved him.

Mixed in with the assemblage, though, were operatives who had 
prepared for this very moment and saw it as an extraordinary oppor-
tunity to fight back against all the abuses being committed against 
conservatives by progressives, minorities, professional women, im-
migrants, news reporters, and policy advocates. There were mem-
bers of the Oath Keepers as well as the Proud Boys, ultranationalist 
organizations dedicated to putting America back on the desired 
course, even if they had to do so through violence. Representatives 
from militia groups across the nation had trained with assault weap-
ons and riled one another up with talk about a pending civil war 
between progressive and ultranationalist forces.7

When those paramilitary forces reached the Capitol, they did not 
engage in peaceful protest on behalf of their favored candidate, as 
many Americans had done over the years. That was a guaranteed 
right to freedom of expression that had been a cherished part of the 
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Constitution’s Bill of Rights. Many patriotic citizens had protested 
on behalf of a favored cause or individual.

Rather than peacefully expressing their discontent, hundreds in 
the angry mob breached the Capitol barriers, shattered windows, 
broke down doors, and quickly overpowered the outmanned Capitol 
Police force. They entered the building looking for blood. “Where’s 
Nancy?” they shouted, referring to Democratic House Speaker 
Nancy Pelosi, with the implied threat of violence against her. Others 
were more explicit in their intentions when they shouted, “Hang 
Mike Pence,” because he had not sided with Trump on this crucial 
day. Indeed, someone had constructed a platform with a hangman’s 
noose on the Mall outside the legislative hall.8 

For hours, the mob rampaged throughout the Capitol building. 
They forced members of the House and Senate to suspend their cer-
tification procedure and seek refuge under police protection. They 
invaded Nancy Pelosi’s office and put their feet up on her desk, while 
also looting personal items from key spaces. They posed for pic-
tures on the House dais, where the Speaker presided over official 
proceedings. They riffled through senators’ personal papers, which 
in the haste to exit the chamber, had been left on top of most mem-
bers’ desks. 

This was an open insurrection against the national government, 
one of the ugliest and most violent of the last century. It would upend 
long- cherished norms and values of U.S. democracy and violate key 
tenets regarding the peaceful transfer of power. Not only did it signal 
that American democracy was under serious attack, it would test 
the country’s ability to withstand dark forces that had been building 
over a number of years.

The whole scene upset one top military leader who worked under 
Trump. General Mark Milley, the Joint Chiefs of Staff chairman, was 
gravely concerned by what he was witnessing. For some time, Milley 
had seen Trump as a “classic authoritarian leader with nothing to 
lose. He described to aides that he kept having this stomach- churning 
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feeling that some of the worrisome early stages of twentieth- century 
fascism in Germany were replaying in twenty- first- century America. 
He saw parallels between Trump’s rhetoric about election fraud and 
Adolf Hitler’s insistence to his followers at the Nuremberg rallies 
that he was both a victim and their savior.” Shocked by what he 
saw that January day, Milley ominously warned his aides, “This is a 
 Reichstag moment. . . . The gospel of the Führer.”9

Legislators would survive the violent assault, but in an equally 
disturbing development, there were 139 House GOP members and 
8 Republican senators that evening who supported at least one ob-
jection to Biden’s Electoral College certification. They claimed that 
they just wanted to have a debate on ballot fraud, but the truth ap-
peared far more threatening. Despite having no serious evidence of 
voting irregularities that would have altered the election outcome in 
any state, they used the vote certification process (which in the past 
had been primarily a ceremonial occasion) to openly challenge the 
legitimacy of Biden’s victory.10

Months later, when Democrats sought a bipartisan commission 
to investigate the events of January 6th, as had happened after the 
September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, most Republican legislators 
refused to vote for it. They did not want detailed hearings, legal sub-
poenas, and public testimony regarding what had happened and how 
the nation had reached that sad point. They preferred to bury those 
topics and move national discussions on to more advantageous po-
litical grounds. It was safer, they reasoned, to let the insurrection 
pass without detailed analysis than to delve deeply into its planning, 
operations, financing, and execution.11

The GOP’s stunning response to the entire ordeal represents a 
vivid indication of the way future elections could spiral out of control 
under the guise of allegations regarding voting misdeeds.12 While 
the Biden process followed the letter of the law and Congress ul-
timately certified his victory, there were precedents set in the as-
certainment proceedings that in the years ahead could allow either 
states or members of Congress to certify Electoral College votes 
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that run counter to the popular results in those places. That is ex-
actly why Trump’s allegations of ballot fraud constituted such a risky 
threat; it is one of the vehicles through which later candidates could 
unfairly gain or retain the top office in the land. 

For me personally, that January day represented a shocking 
turn of events as I watched the violent activities on television from 
my home not far from the Federal Triangle. I had moved to D.C. in 
2008 as Barack Obama was coming to power. It was an eventful 
time as Democrats tried to remake policy following the George W. 
Bush presidency. There were efforts under the new leader to provide 
greater access to health care, improve educational opportunity, and 
raise taxes on the wealthy. With the country’s first African American 
president, commentators openly spoke about a time of hope and bi-
partisanship, and America moving into a postracial society based on 
inclusivity and justice for all.

Those predictions proved to be wildly inaccurate. Not only did 
major political and racial divisions persist, the Obama presidency 
generated a dramatic backlash in 2016. To the surprise of virtually 
everyone, Donald Trump won the Electoral College while losing the 
popular vote. As president, he reversed a great deal that Obama had 
accomplished. He pushed policies that gave tax cuts to the rich, built 
a wall along the southern border with Mexico, rolled back environ-
mental regulations, pulled the country out of the Paris climate ac-
cords, weakened the transatlantic relationship with Europe, came 
within one vote in the Senate of repealing Obamacare, and threat-
ened the entire democratic enterprise.

Legal Coups

The shifting American landscape deserves attention because there 
is nothing guaranteed about the survival of democratic regimes. In 
their prescient 2019 volume, How Democracies Die, Harvard pro-
fessors Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt discuss the “steady weak-
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ening of critical institutions, such as the judiciary and the press, 
and the gradual erosion of long- standing political norms.”13 Relying 
on evidence from European and Latin American democracies that 
were replaced by authoritarianism, they note how quickly this can 
happen and why no one should be complacent regarding our current 
state of affairs. 

In the contemporary environment, legal coups are possible in the 
United States in at least four specific ways: (1) the Insurrection Act 
of 1807 (which gives presidents the unilateral ability to put state or 
federal military troops on the street in order to quell disorder), (2) 
emergency power declarations that provide executives with virtually 
unlimited powers to act in a national emergency and to do so unilat-
erally without much recourse by Congress or the courts, (3) voting 
restrictions that disproportionately advantage one of the political 
parties, and (4) the Electoral Count Act of 1887 (which governs how 
Congress certifies Electoral College votes and resolves disputed 
presidential elections and allegations of vote fraud).

Of course, these are not the only options for undemocratic ac-
tions. It is possible for malevolent leaders to politicize the Justice 
Department, hijack the military for illicit political purposes, use law 
enforcement to harass and jail opponents, weaken the ability of jour-
nalists to hold leaders accountable, subvert the impartiality of the 
judiciary, and delegitimize civil society organizations so it is hard for 
them to hold leaders accountable.14 

But these four vehicles are currently on the books, are so open- 
ended they could be subject to profound abuse, and face few limits 
on their utilization. Those qualities make them especially dangerous 
during a polarized time. In the hands of unscrupulous leaders, they 
can be misused in ways that endanger the entire political system.

For example, the Insurrection Act was passed by Congress early 
in the nation’s history as a way to empower the chief executive to 
deal with popular uprisings. At that point, there had already been 
discontent in the form of revolutionary troops who were upset over 
not getting paid; Shay’s Rebellion in 1786, which arose over aggres-
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sive tax collection in Massachusetts; the Whiskey Rebellion of 1791 
to 1794 over a new levy on alcoholic beverages; and battles with 
Native Americans and Indigenous populations over the U.S. west-
ward expansion. 

Legislators passed this bill to allow presidents to deploy state 
or national military forces as needed and without any authorization 
from Congress. All the chief executive required was to conclude that 
there were “unlawful obstructions, combinations, or assemblages, 
or rebellion against the authority of the United States.” Once any 
of those conditions were met, the president could “call into Federal 
service such of the militia of any State, and use such of the armed 
forces, as he considers necessary to enforce those laws or to sup-
press the rebellion.”15

The problem here is the undefined character of the rationale 
used to invoke military forces and the unilateral nature of the power. 
Presidents could utilize the excuse of street protests or public riots 
to deploy state or federal troops and effectively take control of tar-
geted areas. That could be individual neighborhoods, cities, or 
states, depending on the breadth of the disturbances. The lack of 
meaningful limits on executive authority creates the possibility of 
serious abuses of power and threats to civil liberties.

Second, in more recent decades, Congress has enacted a series 
of emergency declaration laws that allow presidents to act unilat-
erally for an extended period of time. The idea is that in a modern 
world, disasters can unfold, emergencies can erupt, or problems can 
arise that require immediate action. Rather than wait on legislative 
or agency approval, which can take time, lawmakers empowered 
chief executives to deal with a variety of problems based on that in-
dividual’s own predilections. 

Researcher Elizabeth Goitein of the Brennan Center for Justice 
has documented 123 areas where presidents currently have these 
kinds of powers.16 For example, after declaring a “national emer-
gency” on a largely unconstrained basis, the leader can freeze finan-
cial accounts, launch foreign attacks, restrict border entries, shut 
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down communications, requisition private ships, take over facili-
ties necessary for national defense, impose trade tariffs, call up the 
National Guard, or undertake a whole host of other actions across 
the country. The sheer number of domains where the president has 
extraordinary power is frightening, and in the wrong hands, could 
result in undemocratic actions.

Concerned about possible abuses following the Richard Nixon 
administration, in 1976, Congress passed the National Emergencies 
Act to impose some limitations on these powers. Yet that legisla-
tion requires only that the chief executive “specify in the declaration 
which powers he intends to use, issue public updates if he decides 
to invoke additional powers, and report to Congress on the govern-
ment’s emergency- related expenditures every six months.”17 Those 
are not meaningful limitations on what presidents can do, and, like 
the Insurrection Act, they could be subject to considerable misuse. 

Third, lawmakers can place partisan restrictions on voting. 
Indeed, during 2021, a number of states actually passed legislation 
that reduced the power of local election authorities and secretaries 
of state to assess cases of vote fraud allegations and increased the 
ability of state legislatures to resolve electoral disputes and choose 
electors for the Electoral College, even independently of the popu-
lar vote.18 According to the Brennan Center for Justice, Republicans 
during 2021 introduced 389 bills in 48 states designed to increase 
state legislative power over elections.19 The legislation allows local 
election board members to be removed from office, encourages 
more balloting audits and inspections, and in some places reduces 
the number of polling places in minority neighborhoods, among 
other actions.20 

These bills are clearly problematic from the standpoints of elec-
toral fairness and equity.21 They target populations known to vote in 
particular ways and create barriers that harm specific parties. They 
advantage the party controlling the state legislature and enable lead-
ers to engage in unfair lawmaking. Because most African Ameri-
cans lean Democratic, Republican lawmakers enacted restrictions 
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to make it harder for those individuals to vote, knowing that such 
diminutions will benefit the GOP politically and help them stay in 
power.22 

Despite rather obvious biases in the impact of these bills, the 
U.S. Supreme Court has shown little inclination to invalidate voting 
restrictions that hurt African Americans and Latinos. In several 
cases, a majority of justices has gutted federal oversight of state 
voting laws, removed major enforcement powers, and allowed state 
legislatures to implement restrictions known to have unfair impacts 
on minority voters.23 

These rulings are in addition to other court decisions that allow 
partisan gerrymandering of legislative districts and large amounts 
of secret contributions (so- called dark money) to dominate elections 
and governance. Taken together, these decisions weaken gover-
nance because they tilt political activity in favor of a specific party 
(the GOP) and limit the transparency of large donors in politics. 

Finally, the Electoral Count Act is worrisome because it remains 
to this day the chief law designed to deal with contested elections. 
It had been enacted in 1887 following the disputed 1876 race. In 
that campaign, Democrat Samuel Tilden defeated Republican Ruth-
erford Hayes in the popular vote, but there had been allegations of 
ballot fraud in Florida, Louisiana, and South Carolina (plus one 
disputed elector in Oregon), which meant that neither candidate got 
a majority in the Electoral College. To resolve the ballot disputes, 
Congress formed a fifteen- person Electoral Commission compris-
ing five House members, five senators, and five Supreme Court 
justices. After reviewing the evidence, the Commission voted 8–7 
along party lines to award the disputed electors to Hayes, which al-
lowed him to defeat Tilden in the Electoral College on a razor thin 
185 to 184 vote.24 

In return for winning the presidency, Hayes agreed to withdraw 
federal troops from the South, where they had been since the Civil 
War. Their mission had been to enforce the peace, stop violence 
directed at African Americans, and ensure compliance with new 
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voting rights, equality under the law, and the abolition of slavery, 
which had been added to the Constitution. That fateful decision to 
withdraw military forces enabled white Southern leaders to engage 
in vigilante violence against African Americans, suppress the mi-
nority vote, and regain political control of their states.25 

It was a partisan deal that robbed minority residents of their po-
litical and economic rights that had briefly been gained following the 
war. It would take almost a century until Congress enacted new civil 
rights and voting rights rules in 1964 and 1965 that restored some 
equity in the political process and reduced the voting barriers that 
had marginalized minority residents. The end of Southern Recon-
struction through a contested election was a clear indication of the 
tragic human, political, and policy consequences that resulted from 
contentious campaigns and failed democratic procedures.

A decade after the 1876 race, Congress enacted the Electoral 
Control Act to clarify vote counting and certification. Yet the legis-
lation is vague and filled with contradictions and loopholes that can 
be exploited by unprincipled politicians. The bill established a long 
and complicated process that delegated most influence to the states 
in terms of vote certification. Local election boards would tabulate 
the ballots, and the results had to be certified either by the governor 
or secretary of state, depending on state law. 

However, if competing slates of electors are sent to Congress by 
particular states, it remains up to that body to resolve ballot disputes 
and determine which party’s slate gets accepted. It takes only one 
House member and one senator to object to a state’s vote certifica-
tion in order to invoke a congressional debate and vote on the con-
tested electors. It is then the job of the vice president presiding over 
the Senate to accept the final vote certification.26 

One Trump sympathizer argued that the vice president had the in-
dependent authority to certify the vote however he or she wanted. At-
torney John Eastman authored a controversial opinion in what came 
to be known as the “coup memo,” which sought to persuade Vice 
President Mike Pence to nullify Biden’s victory and name Trump the 
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presidential winner.27 According to the lawyer, allegations of vote 
fraud allowed Pence to reject state electors he thought were tainted 
and to certify his own party’s electors. Although Pence rejected that 
argument after talking to his own legal advisers, the episode demon-
strates that there are plenty of ways state legislators, members of 
Congress, and the vice president can create undemocratic mischief 
via the ascertainment and certification processes.

Poisonous Atmosphere

Amid all these worrisome developments, substantial parts of middle 
America are siding with former president Trump. They accept his 
dishonest claim about a stolen election and view Democrats as lead-
ing the country toward socialism and bankruptcy. Indeed, according 
to 2021 polling by the University of Virginia, “A strong majority of 
Trump voters see no real difference between Democrats and social-
ists.”28 Rather than stand up to the former president and move the 
party in a different direction, congressional Republicans support 
Trump’s lies, and allies in crucial states have passed legislation de-
signed to weaken voter referenda, empower poll watchers, punish 
protesters, and allow state legislatures to overturn the popular vote 
in future presidential races.29

As a native of the U.S. heartland, I was not surprised at these 
shifts because most of my high school friends where I grew up in 
rural Ohio stand with former President Trump and express their 
deep reservations in communications over social media about what 
they see as unfair actions by opponents. They believe Antifa forces 
were responsible for the January 6th violence and feel liberals are 
traitorous hypocrites who no longer love the country. They feel that 
those living on the coasts do not understand middle America and 
want to move the country in a dangerous direction. 

One of my old friends posted a message warning that liberals 
were pushing the United States toward communism and that in the 
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aftermath of the contentious election, Trump should consider the 
imposition of martial law in order to stay in power. The fraud was 
so widespread, this person argued, that extraconstitutional means 
were warranted.

In December 2020, former Trump’s national security advisor, Mi-
chael Flynn, advocated this extraordinary approach when he urged 
Trump to rerun the election in parts of the country due to voting 
fraud. He said the then president “could order, within the swing 
states, if he wanted to, he could take military capabilities, and he 
could place those in states and basically rerun an election in each 
of those states. I mean it’s not unprecedented. These people are out 
there talking about martial law like it’s something that we’ve never 
done. Martial law has been instituted 64 times.”30

That and other statements from prominent conservatives in-
flamed what was already a tense situation. A couple of months later, 
after I published a picture of the Capitol building still standing, an-
other friend from my youth directed a more ominous warning my 
way: “It is really too bad that you are a member of a party of cheaters 
and communists. Wishing you the best and hoping for a day of reck-
oning for your party.”

On social media platforms, old friends complained about the cap-
ital city’s “cockroaches” and said it was time to use the popular bug- 
killer Raid to get rid of political adversaries. I was not sure whether 
they were aware of the loaded language they were using. The first 
time I had heard that term had been in regard to the 1994 Rwandan 
Civil War, when members of the Hutu tribe used the language to 
dehumanize their ethnic rivals and justify their brutal murders of a 
million Tutsies. 

These chilling exchanges by past acquaintances made me 
wonder whether America was on the precipice of an all- out conflict. 
Would the societal antagonism get out of hand and escalate to an 
even more dangerous degree? Would America move toward being 
an authoritarian state that would root out opponents and thought 
leaders in a way that had happened in other countries? How would 
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academic experts and friends of democracy survive the deteriorat-
ing environment concerning truth, reason, and logic? Those of us 
who write about American politics and public policy sit in the cross-
hairs of an intense polarization, and it is not easy to navigate the 
tumultuous wake of the sharp national divide.

Risks for Civil Society

Think tanks, universities, nonprofits, and the knowledge sector in 
general represent an important prism for all this political turmoil as 
the experts who work in academic organizations are prime targets 
for those who mistrust privileged elites and believe the country has 
veered off in the wrong direction. What is happening with those en-
tities is a sign of much deeper maladies afflicting the body politic.

In his 2021 book, What Universities Owe Democracy, Johns Hop-
kins University president Ronald Daniels argues that “the fates of 
democracy and universities are intertwined.” He notes the rising 
threat of authoritarianism in the United States and around the 
world and writes that “independent universities unnerve authoritar-
ians because everything that these institutions strive to achieve is 
inimical to the autocrat’s devotion to the accumulation and arbitrary 
exercise of coercive public power.”31 Illiberal leaders prefer misin-
formation, disinformation, and conspiracy theories over facts and 
reason because the former allow them to create alternative realities 
and fake information that favors the dictator’s personal whims and 
political predilections. Facts constrain autocrats in ways nearly all 
of them dislike. They crave the exercise of raw political power over 
reason- based deliberation and fact- based analysis. 

As the United States shows worrisome signs of the utilization of 
fear and emotion over facts and reason, the political atmosphere is 
poisonous for academic experts who operate on the basis of logic. 
In the think tank area and the world of higher education, scholars 
pride themselves on their ability to analyze problems and generate 
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workable solutions, and leaders count on their help in making public 
policy. 

Yet increasingly, their analysis is under attack from those who 
mistrust expertise and want to discredit their work. They believe 
many things researchers do are partisan, extreme, or corrupt. Lead-
ers today regularly challenge basic truths and do not accept the con-
clusions of leading thinkers and scientists. 

We see that tendency among climate skeptics, antivaxxers, people 
who fervently believe the 2020 election was stolen from Trump, and 
those who think antifascist elements known as Antifa or the FBI 
falsely framed Trump supporters for the January 6 U.S. Capitol in-
surrection. Holding erroneous viewpoints or perspectives entirely at 
odds with accepted scientific evidence is no longer rare.

As Harvard professor Thomas Patterson notes in his book, How 
America Lost Its Mind: The Assault on Reason That’s Crippling Our 
Democracy, there is a “slow- motion” destruction that is threatening 
U.S. democracy.32 A gradual disintegration of respect for the truth is 
threatening our political system as “alternative facts” tear the coun-
try apart and fuel a dangerous polarization. Each side has its own 
realities, which makes bargaining, compromise, and negotiation vir-
tually impossible. 

If U.S. democracy falters, as prominent academics have warned, 
the undermining of progress will become acute. There are risky 
shifts taking place in media coverage, information transmission, 
voting rights, congressional oversight, judicial impartiality, and civil 
liberties that endanger the future. People should no longer assume 
that due process will safeguard their procedural rights or that the 
court of public opinion will root out the worst abuses in civic life. 
There is no invisible hand that guarantees the future of American 
democracy.

Political scientists Steven Livingston and W. Lance Bennett 
argue that an attack on “authoritative institutions” fuels misinfor-
mation and makes it possible for false and undemocratic material to 
spread broadly over social media. Once key substantive gatekeepers 
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are discredited, it becomes easy for partisan politicians and slanted 
media sites to challenge shared realities, spread propaganda, rile 
up supporters, and attack real or perceived opponents.33 They point 
out how wealthy donors have funded nonprofits, think tanks, and 
advocacy organizations in ways that undermine science, news orga-
nizations, and civic dialogue.34 

It is time to step back from this dangerous precipice, analyze 
what is happening, and discuss why these developments represent 
serious threats to American democracy, procedural justice, the 
scientific establishment, and a reason- based society. There are no 
guarantees that facts will triumph over falsehoods and reason will 
dominate over emotion. Power politics and authoritarianism are 
gaining strength not just in the United States but around the globe, 
and there are signs of a “might makes right” mentality among po-
litical leaders. In a world dominated by fear, anger, and grievance, 
we have to seriously doubt whether the long arc of history will bend 
toward justice, liberty, and freedom. 
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The Changing Political and Media Landscape

Several years ago, I wrote a Brookings book entitled Megachange: 
Economic Disruption, Political Upheaval, and Social Strife in the 
21st Century.1 In it, I argued that we live in a time of large- scale 
transformation that is upending many aspects of contemporary life. 
Both the pace and the scope of change are accelerating, and the 
swiftness of the transformation poses many challenges for society, 
politics, and the economy.

In a very short period of time, the current environment has 
changed radically for the worse. Social media tools such as Face-
book, Instagram, YouTube, Twitter, and others provide public plat-
forms for personal attacks, extremist rhetoric, false statements, and 
polarized behavior. Domestic politics has become tribal, and adver-
saries are seen as enemies. The venom that is prevalent in civic dis-
course is both worrisome and dangerous.2 

At the same time, large- scale alterations have raised people’s 
anxieties. Climate shifts are producing wildfires, drought, floods, 
and extreme weather events. Income inequality is high and is 
limiting opportunities for economic advancement. Technological 
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changes are disrupting whole industries and creating widespread 
fears about job losses, misinformation, data breaches, and a loss 
of confidential information. Racial injustice and gender inequality 
persist in ways that threaten the very fabric of society. COVID- 19 
challenged our public health infrastructure and led many to doubt 
the health recommendations of medical experts.

And internationally, there are shifts that have destabilized tradi-
tional alignments and spread false information around the world. 
China, Iran, North Korea, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and others 
are expanding their activities and complicating the geopolitical sit-
uation. There are tensions with long- term allies, and relations with 
adversaries have become fraught with risk. Unless one is very care-
ful, it is easy to step on proverbial landmines in the international 
arena that will blow you apart. 

It is a difficult environment at virtually every level. Public opin-
ion surveys show people worrying that the overall pace of change is 
taking place too quickly, and they are having difficulties coping with 
the tremendous shifts.3 Anxiety is high, and people wonder what all 
the alterations will mean for them politically, economically, person-
ally, and socially. It is a period that is testing the faith, determination, 
and dedication of all involved, while creating opportunities to desta-
bilize society and disrupt governance.

Weaponization of Information

In the current period, people from many different organizations face 
political or legal risks from expressing their personal viewpoints. 
Academic freedom is under attack and time- worn protections based 
on freedom of speech or freedom of the press have started to un-
ravel. Reporters, legislators, and administration officials have been 
investigated for leaks, and those who write critical commentaries 
about public people have become the subject of defamation lawsuits.

Recognizing the shifting legal landscape, Trump made a practice 
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during his time in office of weaponizing libel and defamation laws 
by suing op- ed authors who wrote opinion pieces critical of him. In 
2020, for example, his campaign lawyers filed lawsuits against writ-
ers for the New York Times, Washington Post, and CNN. The suits 
claimed op- ed articles had impugned Trump’s character by claiming 
that there was a quid pro quo between Russia and the billionaire to 
aid his 2016 election. The article in the Times was written by former 
executive editor Max Frankel, who argued that there was a “quid of 
help in the campaign against Hillary Clinton for the quo of a new 
pro- Russian foreign policy.”4 

In addition, according to Trump’s attorneys, the Post’s columns 
by Greg Sargent and Paul Waldman cited false and defamatory ar-
guments suggesting a Russian conspiracy to help candidate Trump.5 
The CNN article was written by Larry Noble, a former member of 
the Federal Election Commission, who said Trump was open to 
Russian assistance.6 

Months later, many of these suits were dismissed by judges on 
grounds that they lacked merit, but their mere filing ran up legal fees 
and contributed to an atmosphere of fear and intimidation in many 
quarters.7 Writers had to worry that if they authored pieces critical of 
the president or other people, their personal texts and emails would 
be subpoenaed, their phone calls would be monitored, or they would 
be sued and forced to spend a lot of money defending themselves. 

To add teeth to people’s fears, Trump officials filed subpoenas to 
get the phone and email records of leading broadcasters, newspaper 
reporters, members of Congress, and even his own White House 
staff. Overall, seventy- three phone numbers and thirty- six email ad-
dresses were investigated over several years.8 Using the U.S. De-
partment of Justice, administrators sought these records in order 
to determine who was leaking material to the press. As part of this 
investigation, more than a dozen members of Congress and staffers 
on the House Intelligence Committee had their personal informa-
tion revealed to prosecutors looking for damaging material. Even 
though little incriminating evidence was found, it was a sign of how 
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far the administration was willing to go to investigate opponents and 
direct the tremendous power of government against critics.9

Some of the criticisms levied against news reporters even had 
actual physical consequences. An analysis by the Radio Television 
Digital News Directors Association in 2021 found that 20 percent 
of TV news directors said their television staff was attacked while 
filming video footage during the past year.10 When verbal attacks 
on the media turn into actual violence from onlookers, we cross a 
dangerous point for the system as a whole. 

Well- known professors are not immune from the risks of the shift-
ing political landscape. Virginia GOP chair Rich Anderson asked 
the University of Virginia to investigate Professor Larry Sabato 
after he tweeted “Trump, who governed on the edge of insanity for 
four long years, has gone over the edge. Yet millions of people and 
90%+ of GOP members of Congress still genuflect before this false 
god.” The prominent commentator said this after Trump claimed in 
2021 that he would be reinstated as president. Anderson made the 
investigation request on the grounds that the educator’s statements 
“appear to violate the university’s mission statement and faculty 
code of ethics” and that they represented “bitter partisanship.” For-
tunately, university officials defended academic freedom by putting 
out a statement reminding people that “there is nothing in the uni-
versity’s code of conduct that limits faculty from engaging in expres-
sion that is protected under the First Amendment.”11 

Similar problems popped up on other campuses. When three 
University of Florida election experts were asked to testify in a voting 
rights lawsuit regarding the detrimental impact of new election re-
strictions on minority voters, school officials denied them the right 
to apply their expertise even though expert testimony is common 
among professors. Governor Ron DeSantis complained that Florida 
university professors should not testify against a state law and col-
lege administrators agreed with that stance, thereby eliminating the 
ability of these academics to contribute their expertise to a matter of 
major public debate. As noted by reporters at the time, that “ban is 
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an extraordinary limit on speech that raises questions of academic 
freedom and First Amendment rights.”12 However, the university re-
versed its stance when the professors sued to protect their freedom 
of speech.13

Ease of Personal Destruction

The deeply partisan contemporary environment poses many chal-
lenges. There are intense divisions between Right and Left, Repub-
licans and Democrats, and liberals, moderates, and conservatives. 
Public opinion surveys undertaken by professors Shibley Telhami 
and Stella Rouse of the University of Maryland show tremendous 
differences between party groupings. When asked about their most 
important identities, Republicans cited their traditional religious 
and cultural beliefs, while Democrats focused on inequality, social 
justice, and seeing the world as an interconnected whole.14

In a polarized atmosphere, each part of society fights passion-
ately over conflicting values, problem definitions, policy priorities, 
and the future of the country.15 In this high- stakes environment, 
many people do not trust others, and there is a combativeness to 
civil discourse that inflames personal feelings and makes it impos-
sible for leaders to address important problems. Indeed, it is hard 
to adjudicate “the truth” or create a common reality when personal 
viewpoints are diametrically opposed and everyone has their own 
facts.16 

It is shockingly easy during such a time period to undermine 
people and institutions. There are partisan media forces and com-
mercial firms whose mission is to find targets and spread damag-
ing information. Sometimes, the accusations are factually accurate, 
while at other times they are erroneous, but still make people look 
bad.

As an illustration, Democratic representative Katie Hill was 
forced to resign her seat when, during a contentious divorce, her 
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soon to be ex- husband is said to have provided personal text mes-
sages and nude photos of her to a conservative website called Red 
State. The platform published the information along with lurid sto-
ries about her bisexual lifestyle.17 

It is an indication of the risks facing politicians who have grown 
up in an oversharing environment of sexting, nude selfies, and alter-
native lifestyles.18 According to a study published in the Journal of 
the American Medical Association Pediatrics, one in seven young 
people under age eighteen have sexted explicit pictures or texts to 
other individuals. A number also reported forwarding such mes-
sages to other individuals without the sender’s consent.19 

As these individuals enter the workforce, their past behavior 
could expose them to blackmail, extortion, or revenge porn. Pictures 
taken on a whim could resurface years later as a lethal personal 
or political weapon. Colleague Quinta Jurecic notes in her article 
about Hill’s public shaming that the episode revealed “how ugly the 
political landscape could become and a reminder of how ugly, for 
the many ordinary people who have suffered this kind of abuse, the 
world already is.”20

Writing later about her own outing, Hill emphasized the toxic 
relationship with her husband and the risks she took when she de-
cided to end their marriage. “It wasn’t the first time I had tried to 
leave; the last time was less than a month before the [2018] election, 
and when I tried, he made it clear to me that if I left, he would ruin 
me,” she wrote.21 Some time after she left her husband, the nude 
pictures surfaced, and her promising political career was shattered. 
It seemed to be a dramatic example of revenge porn and a sign of 
the double standard prominent women face. “We have men who 
have been credibly accused of intentional acts of sexual violence and 
remain in boardrooms, on the Supreme Court, in this very body, 
and, worst of all in the Oval Office,” Hill remarked. But she lost her 
legislative position over the revelation.22 

Even for those who have done nothing unusual, there are “slan-
der” websites and “disinformation for hire” firms that can quickly 
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disseminate inaccurate information.23 They take unverified online 
comments and spread them across a network of domains. Quickly, 
that information can populate search results and become among the 
first things the inquisitive discover about people when they look for 
online information. Even more disturbing, some of the web devel-
opers who operate these sites have parallel operations that charge 
thousands of dollars to remove this very same information, which 
makes for a lucrative business of “digital sliming.”24 

Sometimes, government officials provide confidential informa-
tion on people in seeming violation of federal privacy protections. 
Democracy Forward, a nonprofit government oversight organiza-
tion, documented several cases where the Trump- led Department 
of Homeland Security (DHS) is said to have provided conservative 
news organizations with confidential information about people’s 
immigration and citizenship status. For example, when Fox News 
broadcast a story about an Iraq man who had shot a policeman, a 
DHS official emailed Alex Pappas of Fox News that the shooter was 
a refugee and suggested it be included in the story. In another case, 
DHS deputy press secretary Katie Miller informed John Binder of 
Breitbart News that a man accused of sexual abuse was a U.S. citi-
zen, not an illegal immigrant.25

In 2021, it was revealed that an obscure unit within the U.S. 
Department of Commerce known as the Investigations and Threat 
Management Service monitored communications both inside and 
outside the agency. Examiners found that staffers “covertly searched 
employees’ offices at night, ran broad keyword searches of their 
emails trying to surface signs of foreign influence and scoured Amer-
icans’ social media for critical comments about the census.” People 
with “ethnic surnames” or who came from “Asian and Middle East-
ern descent” were targeted for special attention. Even though this 
spying was of questionable legality, it persisted for a considerable 
time until halted by the Biden administration.26 
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Vulnerabilities of Digital Technology

As the country grappled with polarized politics and a health pan-
demic, technology became a lifesaver for many people. In a short 
period of time early in 2020, many were pushed by public health cir-
cumstances into online education, telemedicine, remote work, video 
conferencing, and e- commerce. 

But the new tools also revealed stark inequities and vulnera-
bilities. Not everybody has access to the high- speed broadband or 
mobile technology that enables digital life. Millions are being left 
behind, being unable to get electronic health care, take advantage of 
online education, work from home, or apply for jobs online.27

At the same time, in a world where people undertake numer-
ous virtual activities, geolocation data, emails, and text messages 
can be easily compromised and made public without any warning. 
Data breaches are common, and there is little security in the digital 
world. Some cybersecurity experts joke that there are two types of 
organizations in the world now: those that have been hacked and 
know it, and those that have been compromised and don’t know it.

For example, phone location information can detail people’s 
personal movements. A conservative newsletter used geolocation 
data to claim a Catholic priest was visiting gay bars. Drawing on 
anonymized location information that then was linked to his home 
and work address, the newsletter publicly outed the clergyman. The 
priest subsequently resigned his job at the U.S. Conference of Cath-
olic Bishops, and the episode revealed quite dramatically how we 
live in a digital period when supposedly confidential information is 
no longer secure.28 When asked about this episode, former White 
House technology adviser Ashkan Soltani noted that “all of this stuff 
is really available out there. There is a risk for anyone who uses 
these apps. This could potentially happen to anyone.”29

It was a development that author Shoshana Zuboff popularized 
through her notion of “surveillance capitalism.” In a book, she docu-
mented the ways large technology platforms and business interests 
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engaged in data collection, mining, and analytics and in the process 
threatened personal privacy and human values. The sheer volume 
of information generated through a wide range of digital tools put 
everyone at risk in ways they often did not fully understand.30 

Another indication of virtual vulnerability came a few years ago 
with the hacking of Democratic adviser John Podesta’s emails. He 
was a top adviser to presidential candidate Hillary Clinton and close 
friend to many influential Washingtonians. When the breach re-
vealed his thousands of emails to prominent people throughout the 
country, it showed Podesta’s efforts to help friends and extend his 
network. In an era of mass cynicism, his communiques smacked 
of insider dealings and confirmed many voters’ views regarding the 
need for wholesale political change. 

That hack represented a sign of rising digital exposure. Those 
who worked in the federal government saw their personnel files 
stolen in a hack of U.S. Office of Personnel and Management da-
tabases. Although it is always impossible in cybercrimes to prove 
culpability, security experts suspected the Chinese, who need large 
data sets to train their artificial intelligence and machine learning 
systems. Many organizations are seeing their confidential informa-
tion published online or used for illicit purposes. There are tremen-
dous cybersecurity risks because hacking a site means its sensitive 
documents can end up in the public domain overnight. 

In 2020, an even more egregious heist took place. Russian agents 
utilized security patch updates from a company called SolarWinds 
to infiltrate numerous public and private sector organizations. The 
information technology systems of U.S. government departments at 
Defense, Treasury, Commerce, and Energy were violated as were 
those of leading companies, nonprofits, universities, and think 
tanks. The cyberinvasion took place covertly over a period of many 
months, and no one was sure what material had been compromised, 
only that the scale of the operation was massive.31

In 2021, China is said to have hacked Enterprise Email systems at 
over 30,000 U.S. organizations. Government officials described the 
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breach as “very, very serious” and noted that businesses, state and 
federal agencies, universities, think tanks, and nonprofit groups were 
infiltrated.32 The latter comment concerned many in the nonprofit 
world since a number of organizations used enterprise software. 

Then an East Coast energy transit run by Colonial Pipeline was 
sabotaged in an act of ransomware, where the infiltrators digitally 
shut down computer systems and demanded payment to remove the 
malware and restore system operability. It was an egregious attack 
that slowed fuel delivery to much of the East Coast of the United 
States for several days until the company paid $4.4 million to a 
criminal enterprise called DarkSide that operated out of Russia and 
Eastern Europe.33 For awhile before pumping resumed, there were 
long lines at service stations in a number of U.S. cities as residents 
dealt with the gasoline shortages.

Large, globally oriented organizations weren’t spared from the 
risk of cybersecurity incursions. In the middle of the coronavirus pan-
demic, the World Health Organization, National Institutes of Health, 
World Bank, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Wuhan 
Institute of Virology, and Gates Foundation saw their internal data-
bases breached. Email addresses along with confidential passwords 
were published online via 4chan, a platform for extremist groups. 
Thieves claimed the attack represented a way to express discontent 
with the handling of the virus and for “the far right to weaponize the 
COVID- 19 pandemic.” Around 25,000 addresses were exposed to 
those on the political edge as a vehicle to harass global elites.34

Even the most powerful people in our society are unable to pro-
tect themselves from hacks and leaks. Salacious texts and pictures 
from Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos to his girlfriend, Lauren Sanchez, 
were exposed by the National Enquirer. The news leak ended his 
twenty- five- year marriage to MacKenzie Bezos and led to a $38 
billion divorce settlement, making it the most costly personal data 
breach in human history. The hack led to a plethora of negative news 
stories about the wealthy man and besmirched his reputation. 

Investigating the source of the leak, a forensic study commis-
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sioned by Bezos found that Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman had retaliated against the owner of the Washington Post for 
the newspaper’s critical coverage of the royal’s involvement in the 
gruesome 2018 death of Saudi critic, Jamal Khashoggi. After meet-
ing Bezos at a Los Angeles dinner and getting his phone number, 
bin Salman sent the billionaire a WhatsApp message with an MP4 
video promoting Saudi Arabia’s economy. Unbeknownst to Bezos, 
the study claimed a file contained surveillance software that sur-
reptitiously delivered his private texts and pictures to Saudi author-
ities.35 Others, though, cited a more pedestrian source of the media 
leak. A Bloomberg Businessweek article argued that the texts and 
pictures came from Sanchez’s brother, who got the information from 
his sister and sold the material to the Enquirer for $200,000.36

Bill Gates was not hacked, but he underwent negative press 
scrutiny based on leaked emails regarding his ties to convicted 
sex offender Jeffrey Epstein and other alleged personal misbehav-
iors. Epstein, a flamboyant New York financial adviser, liked young 
women and held dinners, parties, and receptions where prominent 
men met people in his social circle. Eventually, Epstein would be 
found guilty of having sex with underage girls and exploiting them 
for his own purposes. He would ultimately kill himself in prison.

While the exact scope of Gates’s connection with Epstein remains 
unclear, news stories report that he spent late nights at the Epstein 
mansion, held many meetings with him, flew on his plane, discussed 
joint ventures with him, and received philanthropic advice from him. 
In one email leaked to journalists, Gates described Epstein in the 
following terms: “His lifestyle is very different and kind of intriguing 
although it would not work for me.” In other correspondence sent 
to a colleague, Gates admired Epstein’s charm and noted a meeting 
where “a very attractive Swedish woman and her daughter dropped 
by and I ended up staying there quite late.” Ultimately, that and other 
behaviors were cited in Bill Gates’s divorce from Melinda French 
Gates in 2021, making it a rather expensive privacy breach for the 
billionaire.37 
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Disclosures to the Wall Street Journal furthermore revealed that 
Gates had an inappropriate affair with a Microsoft employee while 
serving on the company’s board. Amid claims of harassment and 
discrimination from other staffers, the firm commissioned a formal 
investigation into the matter, but Gates resigned from the Microsoft 
board before a report was finished. His spokesperson admitted to the 
Journal that “there was an affair almost 20 years ago which ended 
amicably.”38 Around the same time, the New York Times reported 
that Gates “had a pattern of courting women in the workplace” that 
made some of his subordinates uncomfortable with him.39

These episodes involving bad behavior by two of the wealthiest 
men in America reveal how the threat of personal exposure lurks be-
neath the surface of twenty- first- century life. Newspaper columnists 
pointed out that “If Bezos Can Get Hacked, You Can Too.” Writer 
Paul Sullivan noted the ominous threats facing regular people in 
a New York Times column. “In the last two years, security experts 
have seen a steady increase in simple schemes to get into accounts, 
like phishing, as well as more complicated campaigns to gain con-
trol over a victim’s financial life, like taking over a phone or a com-
puter.” The columnist advised people not to discuss their vacations 
on social media, not to use free wi- fi in hotels and restaurants, and to 
understand the risks of manufactured “deepfake” videos that falsely 
put people in compromising positions or showed them making con-
troversial statements they actually had not made.40 

It was a lesson not lost on me or anyone else. Virtually every day 
at Brookings, I received phishing attacks designed to compromise 
my emails or unlock my bank account. There were messages about 
undelivered packages, email services that were about to be termi-
nated unless I logged onto my account, unpaid invoices, speaking 
invitations, and many other creative scams. When that failed, the 
potential infiltrators switched to text messages and told me I was 
about to be charged $799 unless I went to a link that would remove 
the charge from my credit card. Regularly, I worried about clicking 
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on the wrong thing and seeing my business messages or financial 
material published on the internet. 

Challenges of the Trump Era

Sensitivities surrounding technology, though, are less worrisome 
compared to the political rancor unleashed during the Trump presi-
dency. Elected in 2016, he quickly violated long- established norms of 
democratic governance based on executive actions, administrative 
practices, and congressional oversight. He was openly rude to oppo-
nents and castigated anyone who criticized him. He made insensi-
tive remarks regarding race, gender, and immigration. And in terms 
of foreign policy, he antagonized allies and cozied up to authoritar-
ian rulers.41

By 2019, Democrats were confronted with what they saw as suf-
ficient evidence of wrongdoing and the House of Representatives 
moved toward impeachment. In sympathy with this action, some 
Brookings scholars openly called for his removal from office as they 
were alarmed by the fact that during a phone call with the Ukrainian 
president, Trump had asked his counterpart to investigate his lead-
ing Democratic rival, Joe Biden, in an effort to sabotage his candi-
dacy, and he threatened to withhold needed U.S. military funding in 
that nation’s battle against Russia if President Volodymyr Zelensky 
did not publicly announce an investigation. 

Ultimately, the power machinations caught up to the president. 
Trump’s initial impeachment took place at a time when everything 
in D.C. was polarized. It riveted the country as people debated the 
appropriateness of the investigation and whether he should be re-
moved from office. Supporters describe the effort as a witch hunt 
while others saw Trump’s various activities as a clear threat to the 
Constitution and the rule of law. 

Trump and his allies in the media, business, and government 



POWER POLITICS44

challenged civil society in ways that were quite alarming. He would 
rant about fake news, complain about liberal professors, criticize 
think tanks, attack nonprofits, promote unfounded conspiracy the-
ories, and undermine independent fact- checkers. Anyone who was 
in a position to challenge his inaccuracies was subject to personal 
attacks, either from Trump himself or from those who mimicked his 
criticisms.

Big Lies and Conspiracy Theories

In an effort to undermine Biden, virtually every day between the 
2020 election and 2021 inauguration, Trump complained about 
ballot fraud and a “rigged election,” and most Republicans across 
the country agreed that there had been widespread fraud.42 Later, he 
would call it the crime of the century. 

His allies campaigned on the slogan of “stop the steal” and 
argued that mail ballots had been abused by Democrats in large 
enough numbers to tilt the campaign away from the chief executive. 
Lawsuits were filed alleging massive election fraud, and the case 
reached the Supreme Court. One of my proudest moments came 
when an amicus brief filed by state attorneys general cited my policy 
paper arguing that there had not been meaningful fraud and that 
military personnel had voted by mail for years without any corrup-
tion or controversy.43

In pursuing this strategy, conservatives are following an ap-
proach that Brookings scholar Jonathan Rauch says draws on a 
notion popularized by Breitbart News chairman and later Trump 
adviser Steve Bannon of “flood the zone with shit.” The idea is to 
spread so much misinformation and disinformation that it becomes 
impossible to discern the truth and easy to believe that at least some 
of it actually is true.44 It is a perspective that authoritarian leaders 
love to practice to great effect. All you have to do is deploy “shit-
posters” and “shitlords” whose job is to disseminate false informa-
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tion, wait for the lies to spread widely, and use propaganda to blur 
the truth, get people mad, and keep them angry.

Once Trump’s lies were broadly disseminated, Republican legis-
lators acted on those falsehoods, cracked down on voting rights, and 
retaliated against GOP leaders such as Representative Liz Cheney, 
who condemned the blatant misinformation. Election experts feared 
the numerous ways in which democracy was being undermined. 
Significant limits were placed on voting rights even though there 
was no meaningful evidence of ballot fraud. 

Based on this and other actions, observers worried whether 
America was witnessing the rise of a “post- fact” world. In a highly 
partisan era, it was hard to find objective perspectives and easy to 
promote what were called “alternative facts.”45 Clear falsehoods 
circulated as readily as long- accepted truths. Writers Naomi Ores-
kes and Erik Conway use the controversies over the health conse-
quences of tobacco smoking and the environmental ramifications of 
climate change to talk about how “merchants of doubt” intentionally 
obscure the facts. They note how a few scientists financed by indus-
try peddled junk science and led some people to doubt the dangers 
of smoking or the risks of climate change, and how damaging this 
was for civic discourse.46 

Perils during the Biden Presidency

Trump’s 2020 election defeat did not ease the major threats to think 
tanks, nonprofits, news organizations, and opinion leaders. Within 
a month of Election Day, the New York Times ran a front page story 
alleging conflicts of interest among Biden administration appoint-
ments.47 After departing the Obama administration, several top 
advisers had taken jobs with or given talks to consulting firms or 
investment companies. The story frowned on these moves and cited 
progressive Democrats who were upset that these individuals had 
provided advice to leading military contractors or given speeches to 
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financial institutions. It was a sign that outside scrutiny and public 
cynicism were not going to subside even with the departure of Pres-
ident Trump, and that there would be high- profile attacks on admin-
istration officials.

One of Joe Biden’s nominees to head the Office of Management 
and Budget was Neera Tanden, who was president of the liberal 
think tank Center for American Progress. She directed an institu-
tion that had championed progressive ideas designed to fight income 
inequality, mitigate climate change, raise taxes on the wealthy, and 
fight for human rights around the world. She was a skilled advocate 
with a long history of progressive activism.

Yet shortly after her nomination was announced, the Washington 
Post ran a critical investigative story complaining that she led “a 
think tank backed by corporate and foreign interests.”48 Tanden’s 
think tank openly listed its donors on its website, and the article 
noted its money came from private equity, financial firms, technology 
companies, health care providers, and foreign governments. The ar-
ticle quoted critics such as Matt Bruenig of the People’s Policy Proj-
ect saying, “Neera Tanden has spent the last decade raising money 
from the top companies and highest- net- worth individuals in the 
country, which is a bit at odds with what Biden pitched during the 
campaign.” The reporters claimed that this and other think tanks 
acted as “unregistered lobbyists,” engaged in “influence laundering,” 
and had close ties with authoritarian governments, such as Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates.

Ironically, though, it wasn’t fundraising but tweeting that doomed 
her nomination. A number of senators objected to acerbic posts she 
had written about their colleagues. For example, she said Senator 
Susan Collins of Maine was “the worst” and that “vampires have 
‘more heart’ than Sen. Ted Cruz.”49 Even more problematic was a 
2016 tweet criticizing Mylan CEO Heather Bresch as she was the 
daughter of crucial Senate swing voter Joe Manchin.50 Although 
some of Trump’s nominees had done far worse things on Twitter, 
Tanden was forced to withdraw when Manchin announced his op-
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position and no Republican senator would support her appointment. 
In a 50- 50 Senate, Manchin undoubtably relished the personal pay-
back given Tanden’s verbal affront to his daughter. 

Even after Trump departed the scene, there continued to be at-
tacks on the news media, think tank experts, and nonprofit organiza-
tions from the right- wing outrage industry. Republicans saw the idea 
of a stolen election as their route back to power, and many of them 
repeated blatant falsehoods across the country. Conservative tele-
vision, newspaper, radio, and internet sites promoted those claims 
even though there was no factual basis for them, and public opinion 
surveys showed most Republicans continued to believe the lies.51 

Within GOP circles, Biden and the people who worked for him 
were portrayed as illegitimate, dishonest, partisan, and corrupt. 
While many thought Biden was doing a good job, a significant 
number opposed him and questioned the legitimacy of his election. 
Anything that undermined administration staffers or external sym-
pathizers was seen as good for the opposition party’s prospects. 

The political scene was set for chaotic battles over the future of 
the country, and think tanks, universities, and nonprofit organiza-
tions would be right in the middle of those controversies. It would 
prove surprisingly simple to challenge scientific and academic ex-
pertise. At a time when many Americans were suspicious of liberal 
professors, D.C.- based think tanks, and scientific consensus on 
matters of election fraud, climate change, vaccinations, and mask 
wearing, it would be easy for politicians to sow public mistrust and 
discord and to claim that experts were charlatans who shouldn’t be 
taken seriously.52
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4

Public Opinion

The political climate in the United States is risky due to the wide fis-
sures among citizens and leaders. Enabled by volatile social media, 
partisan news sites, and societal disagreements over basic values, 
national polls reveal a population that is divided, mistrusting, intol-
erant, and in some cases, willing to support undemocratic actions. 
It is a toxic concoction that bodes poorly for our future ability to 
address problems and function effectively.

In addition, moderate politicians have lost their legislative seats 
as a result of shifts in public opinion, and this has led to the rise of 
more extreme leaders and members of Congress. This means the 
officials who used to restrain conflict and negotiate with the other 
party have disappeared, and the system has lost valuable guardrails 
that used to keep things from getting out of control.

The emergence of so many dysfunctional features has been 
fueled by many different developments: geographic disparities, racial 
injustice, demographic shifts, and governance problems; leaders 
who seek political advantage through polarization and extremism; 
a rapidly changing global situation that creates anxiety, uncertainty, 
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and anger; and the rise of an “outrage industry” that profits from 
public dissatisfaction, inflammatory social media, and sensational-
istic media coverage.1

The result is a volatile combination for all involved. Lack of sup-
port for basic elements of American democracy has already led to 
the adoption of policies that suppress voting rights, fuel intolerance, 
and create an institutional means for small groups of people to 
thwart the will of the majority. If continued, those actions will likely 
destabilize the country and generate significant social and political 
instability. That, in turn, could increase calls for police crackdowns 
and tough law enforcement to restore peace. 

Divided Public

Political divisions are rampant in the contemporary period as the 
public is sharply divided along party lines. Table 4- 1 shows substan-
tial gaps between Republicans and Democrats on a range of major 
issues. The latter, for example, are much more likely than the former 
to believe that states can prohibit in- person religious gatherings 
during a pandemic, to believe that voters should be able to allow 
others to deliver their ballots, to think that the Affordable Care Act 
mandate is constitutional, and to say that it is legal to allow foster 
children to be placed with same- sex couples. On most of these 
issues, there was a gap of 30 to 40 percentage points in the views of 
the two parties.2

Supporters of each party take diametrically opposed views on 
most political issues, and there is a startling degree of intensity in 
these divisions. People differ both in the direction and the strength 
of their viewpoints, and those gaps make it difficult to negotiate dif-
ferences and reach policy accommodations that satisfy each side.

But it is not just politics; people are divided based on lifestyle, 
income, education, race, and a host of other dimensions. Polariza-
tion has become deeply rooted not only in the body politic but in peo-
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ple’s restaurant choices, magazine subscriptions, television viewing 
habits, and sporting preferences. Marketers claim that they can de-
termine someone’s party and ideological position if they know just 
a few things about people’s day- to- day lives. In a number of ways, 
people have sorted themselves into demonstrable strata across a 
wide variety of social, political, economic, and cultural dimensions. 
Given that reality, it becomes hard to bring them together behind 
common goals and purposes.

Lack of Public Trust

Trust in the federal government has dropped precipitously over the 
past decades. In 1958, figure 4- 1 shows that 73 percent of Amer-
icans indicated that they trusted government to do what is right 
much of the time. But this number dropped to 36 percent in 1974 
during the Watergate scandal involving President Richard Nixon 
and 21 percent in 1994 during the contentiousness of the Clinton 
administration. It rose to 56 percent in 2002 when the 9/11 terror-
ist attacks temporarily united the country. However, it fell back to 
22 percent in 2012 in the aftermath of the Great Recession and 
dropped even further to 20 percent in 2017 and 2020 during the 
Trump administration.3

Most voters no longer trust government officials to do what is right 
for the general public. Instead, many think leaders are out for them-
selves or to serve private interests. During the periods of decline, 
factors such as weak economic performance, international setbacks, 
or domestic scandals tarnished the reputation of officeholders. This 
long- term shift has made it easier to play to public cynicism and to 
convince voters that many parts of the D.C. establishment are cor-
rupt and unethical.
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Intolerance for the Opposition 

With the growth of polarization and extremism and a lack of trust 
in the political system, many individuals are intolerant of those who 
hold different viewpoints. They don’t believe that opponents are 
well intentioned or have the best interests of the country at heart. A 
number worry that the Right will drive America into authoritarian-
ism, and the Left will move the country toward socialism.

At the same time, there is great concern about what opposition 
political forces will do once they are in power. A 2020 survey by 
the Pew Research Center, for instance, demonstrated considerable 
worry among the electorate. When asked if they feared the election 
of the opposite candidate would lead to lasting harm to the United 

FIGURE 4- 1. Trust in the Federal Government to Do What Is Right, 1958–2020
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States, 90 percent of Biden supporters and 89 percent of Trump 
supporters stated that they were very concerned that election of the 
opposition leader would destabilize the country and create irrepara-
ble harm. 

The policy disagreements between the two sides as well as the 
contrast in values and worldviews generate considerable consterna-
tion among voters.4 The nation has shifted to a place where there are 
two tribes that vie with one another and engage in all- out attacks on 
those who hold different perspectives. They don’t like the competing 
tribe, feel the other side does not have the country’s best interests 
at heart, and are willing to fight with everything they have to defeat 
the opposition.

Non- democracy Support

The current configuration is a formula for a divided country with 
each side willing to confront the other side and in some cases con-
sider extralegal means to contest politics and win elections. After 
all, lack of trust in your foes can open the door to unconventional 
means to gain triumph, cement your own power, and protect your 
personal values. 

According to the 2018 American Institutional Confidence poll of 
5,400 adults, only 40 percent of Americans are satisfied with U.S. 
democracy. A number have lost faith in democratic processes and 
believe things have deteriorated to the point where extraordinary 
steps are warranted. They don’t have confidence in political leaders 
and think the system is rigged against people like themselves. 

More worrisome, though, are the differences by age in support for 
democracy. Figure 4- 2 breaks down views on whether “democracy 
is always preferable” and finds older people aged 64 or older (84 per-
cent) are far more likely to agree with that proposition than younger 
people between 18 and 29 years of age (55 percent).5 The younger 
someone is, the less they prefer a democratic political system.
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At the same time, younger individuals (32 percent) are more 
likely than older individuals (11 percent) to say “non- democracies 
can be preferable.” They like the action orientation of those systems 
and the lack of institutional gridlock and paralysis that sometimes 
characterizes the American system. They think that authoritarian 
countries deliver results and are more orderly in their approach.

If those kinds of breakdowns persist as people age, the future 
continuation of democracy is at risk. The idea that nearly a third of 
young Americans are open to nondemocratic systems is disturbing, 
especially in light of the problematic U.S. trends already noted. A 
number of these individuals feel that democracies are floundering, 
not protecting basic values, or failing to promote economic opportu-
nity for people.

Other national surveys document serious warning signs for 

FIGURE 4- 2. U.S. Preferences for Democracy 
or Non- democracies by Age, 2018
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the United States. A CBS News/YouGov survey found that only 29 
percent of U.S. citizens say American democracy is secure, and 71 
percent think it is threatened. In addition, the same poll revealed 
that over half (51 percent) believe that political violence in the next 
few years will increase. When asked to identify the biggest threat to 
America’s way of life, 54 percent cited “other people in America,” fol-
lowed by economic forces (20 percent); natural disasters or viruses 
(17 percent); and foreign threats (8 percent).6 

A 2021 survey undertaken by CNN found similar results. When 
asked whether American democracy is under attack, 56 percent 
said it was, and 51 percent worried that “elected officials in the U.S. 
will successfully overturn the results of a future election because 
their party did not win.” Another question revealed that “58 percent 
say that changes to voting laws in states controlled by Republicans 
were made in order to help the party in power rather than to make 
elections more fair.”7

Even more ominous was the significant support for the use of po-
litical violence in the United States. In a 2021 American Values na-
tional survey undertaken by the Public Religion Research Institute, 
18 percent of people across the country supported the statement 
that “because things have gotten so far off track, true American pa-
triots may have to resort to violence in order to save our country.” 
Thirty percent of Republicans agreed with that sentiment as did 26 
percent of evangelical Protestants.8

Prevalence of Authoritarianism

As a sign of the impending crisis, several researchers have identi-
fied discernible evidence of authoritarianism in the United States. 
That is a perspective indicated by support for “strong- man” leaders, 
a high need for order, favoring traditional cultural values, engaging 
in racial bigotry, fearing diversity, having a willingness to suppress 
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dissidents, and demonstrating a lack of regard for democratic elec-
tions and procedural safeguards. 

According to writer Matthew MacWilliams, “Roughly 40 percent 
of Americans tend to favor authority, obedience and uniformity over 
freedom, independence and diversity.” He notes that authoritarian-
ism is not a particular policy stance, but rather a worldview that can 
be “activated” by leaders who are “willing to play on voters’ fears and 
insecurities.”9 

A survey by Morning Consult meanwhile put the number of U.S. 
voters with right- wing authoritarian sentiments at 26 percent. Using 
a slightly different set of questions, it found a lower but still quite 
troubling percentage, and one that still poses significant risks for 
our political system. People exhibiting those traits were “more likely 
to reside in rural communities” and “more likely to report having no 
college degree.”10

The two analyses agreed on one point, that playing to fear rep-
resents a primary mechanism that conservative leaders use to 
appeal to authoritarian voters. In a world of megachange where 
there are high levels of insecurity, it is easy to foster discontent 
and unhappiness. Many people have grievances, and it doesn’t take 
much to appeal to those individuals. Technological change has dis-
rupted entire industries, climate change is fueling extreme weather, 
income inequality has robbed millions of economic opportunity, and 
immigration and racial and ethnic diversity lead to intense fears 
about “the other” and concern regarding people who are different 
from oneself.11 

It is a fertile environment for authoritarian leaders to encour-
age individuals to take the law into their own hands and overturn 
basic democratic principles. We saw this on January 6, 2021, when 
an angry mob incited by Trump stormed our nation’s capitol and 
for a few hours delayed the certification of Biden’s electoral victory. 
We see this in the rise of anti- Semitic attacks on Jews and violence 
directed at African Americans, Latinos, and Asian Americans. Peo-
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ple’s fears about the future safety and stability of the United States 
no longer appear overblown but rather reflect meaningful threats to 
our current situation.12 

During the 2020 presidential election, for example, a number 
of Trump supporters expressed agreement with the viewpoint that 
“Trump should continue in office despite a loss if he declares [the] 
election was fixed and crooked.” When asked about that, 19 per-
cent of those who exhibited sympathy for social dominance favored 
Trump staying in office, and 23 percent of those who showed right- 
wing authoritarianism and support for social dominance thought he 
should remain in office due to allegations of election fraud. 

Based on these results, researchers presciently concluded that 
“Trump does maintain a core base of high RWA/SDO (right- wing 
authoritarian and social dominance orientation) voters who might 
take to the ramparts for him.”13 The experts worried that significant 
numbers of Americans had the potential for violence and saw their 
opponents as engaging in unfair tactics. 

A follow- up survey found a significant willingness among Trump 
voters to take undemocratic viewpoints and actions. Table 4- 2 shows 
the breakdowns for right- wing authoritarian Trump voters, other 
Trump voters, and Biden voters, and the results are disturbing. 
Among highly authoritarian Trump voters, there was strong agree-
ment that vote fraud changed the 2020 election outcome, that some 
GOP election officials who said there was no fraud were covering 
up evidence, that they would definitely support the installation of an 
alternate elector slate in states Biden narrowly won, and that they 
definitely believed the Trump campaign over judges who saw no ev-
idence of voting irregularities.14

There were similar sentiments among other Trump voters, al-
though not quite as pronounced as with his core base. Even those 
individuals who were not outright authoritarian in their viewpoints 
but still voted for him accepted problematic notions about the Deep 
State and election fraud. Nearly half of them said they were likely 
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to believe the Trump campaign over judges on the subject of voting 
irregularities.

Virtually no Biden voter agreed with any of those premises, other 
than the one about Trump bending the rules in order to get things 
done. They believed the former chief executive had compromised 
many norms and laws, but did not accept allegations of vote fraud or 
unfair election practices. They did not mistrust judges and were not 
inclined to subvert democracy by installing alternative elector slates.

Yet other research has shown authoritarian sentiments among 
left- wing voters in the United States. Writer Sally Satel published 
an article in the Atlantic entitled “The Myth That Authoritarianism 
Happens Only on the Right.” She cites research by Emory profes-
sor Thomas Costello documenting common features of conservative 
and liberal illiberalism, such as a “preference for social uniformity, 
prejudice towards different others, willingness to wield group au-
thority to coerce behavior, cognitive rigidity, aggression and puni-
tiveness towards perceived enemies, outsized concern for hierarchy, 
and moral absolutism.” However, Costello estimates that “right- wing 
authoritarians outnumber left- wing ones by roughly three to one” 
in the United States, making the threat from the right more wide-
spread than that from the left.15

Other national surveys have found concerning results about con-
servative illiberalism. For example, a 2018 Democracy Fund Voter 
Study Group survey analysis found that “Nearly a quarter of Amer-
icans say that a strong leader who doesn’t have to bother with Con-
gress or elections would be ‘fairly’ or ‘very good.’”16 Another poll by 
that organization undertaken after the 2020 election discovered that 
“46 percent of Republicans said that it would be appropriate for Re-
publican state legislators to try to assign electoral votes to Trump in 
states won by Biden. Just 30 percent said it would be inappropriate 
[with about one- quarter unsure].”17

That stark repudiation of institutional checks and balances and 
democratic principles reveals the precarious state of American pol-
itics. Based on our deeply flawed information ecosystem, there is a 
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wide gap among the public between the two parties, a loss of mod-
erate political leadership, a lack of public trust, intolerance about 
the political opposition, and a willingness to consider undemocratic 
actions in order to alter electoral outcomes the person does not like. 

When fueled by fake news, alternative facts, and false conspir-
acy theories, a social media environment filled with vitriol, a lack 
of respect for procedural justice, and a public that is cynical about 
everything related to politics, these viewpoints represent a classic 
formula for authoritarian government. Leaders can claim fraud, per-
suade their supporters of this grave injustice, appeal to the sense of 
grievance, and convince voters it is necessary to overturn the elec-
tion results. 

It is a playbook that has been seen in other nations, and the 
prevalence of these views among Trump supporters could lay the 
groundwork for future authoritarianism. The charges do not have to 
be true in order to serve as a rationale for mob action or overturn-
ing democratic elections. They just have to be credible enough that 
people are willing to take up arms on behalf of perceived injustices 
or that leaders are able to use public grievances to rig the system in 
favor of one party. 

Since each of those things is already occurring in the United 
States, we need to take those risks very seriously going forward. 
These problems are no longer abstract threats; they are concrete 
mentalities being supported by significant portions of the general 
public. Leaders are playing to the false claims of election fraud and 
passing laws that restrict voting and place limits on political protest. 
They are stoking fears about political unfairness and inciting sup-
porters to follow them down the road to authoritarianism. 
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5

Counter- Majoritarianism

Classic definitions of democracy emphasize the principles of popu-
lar will, majority rule, fair elections, equitable representation, and 
the protection of minority rights. The general ideas that distinguish 
democracy from monarchy, dictatorships, autocracy, illiberalism, 
and authoritarianism are the rule of law, procedural justice, fair rep-
resentation in political institutions, and some correspondence be-
tween public opinion and public policy as long as the policy does not 
endanger basic rights. 

Right now, American democracy is at risk on several fronts. It 
has laws that allow legal coups to take place, voting rights to be com-
promised, extremism that poisons civic discourse, a lack of public 
trust in government, and a toxic information ecosystem. This combi-
nation of features threatens basic elements of democratic self- rule. 

But one of the little- appreciated contemporary challenges con-
cerns the emergence of counter- majoritarianism that thwarts the 
popular will, distorts representation, and enables small groups of 
individuals to overrule the political majority, creating an unrepre-
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sentative system overall. The list of vehicles that enable these prob-
lems to flourish includes the following:

	O The antiquated Electoral College

	O A U.S. Senate that underrepresents large states and uses fil-
ibusters to let small groups of senators block majority action

	O Gerrymandering in the national and state legislatures

	O Federal court packing and unrepresentative courts

	O Lax campaign finance rules that give political power to the few 
over the many

Harvard political scientists Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt 
describe these issues quite eloquently: “The Constitution’s key 
counter- majoritarian features, such as the Electoral College and 
the U.S. Senate, have long been biased toward sparsely populated 
territories. But given that Democrats are increasingly the party of 
densely populated areas and Republicans dominate less populated 
areas, this long- standing rural bias now allows the Republican party 
to win the presidency, control Congress, and pack the Supreme 
Court without winning electoral majorities.”1 

One little- known fact is that Republicans have won the presiden-
tial popular vote only once (in 2004 with the Bush- Kerry election) in 
the eight elections since 1992. Bill Clinton won the popular votes in 
1992 and 1996, Albert Gore won it in 2000, Barack Obama scored 
the popular votes in 2008 and 2012, Hillary Clinton won it in 2016, 
and Joe Biden got it in 2020. But despite the lack of presidential 
popular vote success, the GOP has controlled the presidency in 12 
of the 28 years between 1992 and 2020. Along with victories in U.S. 
Senate races and an unwillingness by senators to eliminate the fili-
buster, this institutional control has put them in a strong position to 
set the national agenda, dominate policymaking, and pack the Su-
preme Court and federal judiciary with conservative judges.2
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Electoral College

One of the least democratic parts of the American political system 
is the Electoral College. Rather than direct popular election of the 
chief executive, the Founders created a body of “wise men” (women 
lacked the franchise) who would decide the presidency because 
of the suspicion large states would dominate the national govern-
ment and a fear that uneducated mobs would seize control of public 
policymaking.3 

According to Alexander Hamilton in Federalist Paper Number 
68, the body was a compromise at the Constitutional Convention be-
tween large and small states. Many of the latter worried that states 
such as Massachusetts, New York, Pennsylvania, and Virginia 
would control the presidency so they devised an institution where 
each state had Electoral College votes in proportion to the number 
of its senators and House members. The former advantaged small 
states since each state had two senators regardless of its size.

But delegates also had an antimajoritarian concern in mind. At a 
time when many people were not well educated, they wanted a body 
that would deliberate over leading contenders and choose the best 
man for the presidency. They explicitly rejected a popular vote for 
president because they did not trust voters to make wise choices. 
The Founders wanted a buffer between popular rule and govern-
ment decisionmaking so that leader choices would protect the coun-
try from unreasonable public sentiments. It was a fateful choice that 
now under certain circumstances could open the door to autocracy 
and undemocratic rule through perfectly lawful means.

The problem right now is that at a time of high income inequality 
and substantial geographic disparities across states, the Electoral 
College systematically overrepresents small areas that are not very 
prosperous over larger ones that are doing well economically. That 
combination poses serious problems for the political system as cur-
rently constituted. 
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That structure is problematic at a time when a Brookings Met-
ropolitan Policy program study found that about 15 percent of 
American counties generate 70 percent of America’s gross domes-
tic product.4 Most of the country’s economic activity is on the East 
Coast, West Coast, and a few metropolitan areas in between. The 
prosperous parts of America now include around fifteen states 
having thirty senators, whereas the less prosperous areas encapsu-
late thirty- five states having seventy senators. 

Those numbers demonstrate the highly challenging mismatch 
between population size, economic vitality, and political power. 
Through the Electoral College, the thirty- five states with lower eco-
nomic activity have disproportionate power to choose presidents 
and dictate public policy. This institutional relic enables discrepan-
cies between the popular and Electoral College votes as occurred in 
2000 and 2016. Rather than being a historic aberration, candidates 
who lose the popular vote but become president emblemize an anti-
majoritarian development where small numbers of voters in a hand-
ful of states can use their institutional clout to control the country’s 
top position, override public opinion in the rest of the country, and 
block legislation desired by large numbers of people. It is a ticking 
time bomb that could explode our political system.

U.S. Senate

The U.S. Senate is another body that impedes democratic represen-
tation. The Constitution grants two senators to every state regard-
less of population size. This means that Wyoming, with 578,000 
residents, has the same representation as California, with nearly 40 
million residents, a clearly inequitable outcome. In conjunction with 
the economic activity numbers noted earlier, the result is that eco-
nomically stagnant areas end up electing two- thirds of U.S. senators 
while the prosperous states control only one- third.

This is a formula for political disaster. Having that wide of a dis-
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parity between political and economic forces leads to a system with 
severe problems in terms of fairness and representation. It fuels po-
litical resentment of the sort that catapulted Donald Trump into the 
presidency and pits region against region in unhealthy ways. Since 
the Senate approves federal judges and controls international trea-
ties, its lack of representativeness is particularly important to the 
manner in which the national government operates.

As a sign of how undemocratic the Senate has become, consider 
the results of the 2018 election. In that year, Senate Democrats out-
polled Republicans by 18 million votes yet they lost two seats over-
all. And in 2022, analysts estimate that if Senate Democrats win 
by 4 percentage points nationally, they would only have a “50- 50 
chance of holding the majority.” There is not an even match between 
votes and seats in the Senate because the body overrepresents small 
states and therefore distorts political control.5 

Over the coming years, as the technology revolution unfolds and 
generates considerable economic inequality, the ingredients are in 
place for even greater representation problems. There could be a 
full- blown political backlash from voters who are angry that their 
geographic areas are stagnating and not sharing in the prosperity 
of the two coasts. Because of the institutional framework of U.S. 
governance, they will be in a strong position to express their anger 
and block what they believe are ill- advised actions. Unless the dis-
content associated with serious economic disparities is addressed, 
public unhappiness and an unrepresentative institution could 
stymie needed policy responses and exacerbate existing social and 
economic tensions in the United States.

In addition, the institutional dysfunction is furthered by internal 
rules that allow small numbers of members to stop action desired 
by the majority of senators. The option of a filibuster (or unlimited 
debate) that requires 60 of 100 members to stop the discussion effec-
tively gives 41 senators the power to block action even where there is 
strong majority support. As a sign of the increasing frequency with 
which this tactic is being used, a Brennan Center for Justice anal-
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ysis found that “There have been as many cloture motions [to end 
filibusters] in the last 10 years (959) .  .  . as there were during the 
60- year period from 1947 to 2006 (960).”6 The filibuster and other 
rules compound the lack of fairness in the Senate and contribute to 
the crisis of contemporary American democracy.

Gerrymandering

Gerrymandering is a practice by which legislators draw district 
lines in ways that provide major advantages to the party in power. 
Named after Elbridge Gerry, a nineteenth- century Massachusetts 
legislator and vice president in the James Madison administration 
who pioneered the practice, it has become widely used as a way to 
cement party control of the U.S. House of Representatives and in 
state legislatures.

Ideally, in a democratic system, you want a legislature with a 
seat–vote ratio of 1.0. That means if a party wins 52 percent of the 
vote, it gets 52 percent of the legislative seats— a 1 to 1 representa-
tion. A ratio at that level means there is a high degree of fairness and 
equity in the political system and representation where the institu-
tional composition matches electoral sentiments. 

Yet the U.S. House and many state legislatures are far from that 
kind of egalitarianism because they yield a higher percentage of 
seats than warranted based on the vote totals. For example, in Wis-
consin in recent years, Republicans have held a favorable seat–vote 
ratio because they gerrymandered state legislative districts in their 
own favor. Wisconsin Democrats must win by several percentage 
points in the popular vote to achieve a bare majority of seats in the 
state legislature.7

This is not an unusual situation. In an analysis by Kyle Kondik 
of the University of Virginia, a number of states draw district lines 
in ways that favor the party in power. That leads to unrepresentative 
legislatures and unfair advantages for the ruling party. For exam-
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ple, he cites the case of Pennsylvania, which, with party control of 
the legislature after 2010, used its clout to generate a “lopsided 13- 5 
Republican edge in an otherwise competitive state.”8 He shows how 
Democrats did the same thing in Michigan and picked up two more 
seats out of fourteen that they would otherwise have gained based 
on the popular vote.

These types of political shenanigans skew American democracy 
and allow small groups of voters to block or overturn majority sen-
timents. It leads to unfair institutions, rigged elections, and public 
cynicism about how the process operates. Left unchecked, it cor-
rodes democratic values and pushes the system in unfair and ineq-
uitable directions.

Federal Court- Packing

The courts are designed to uphold the rule of law and protect funda-
mental rights. As the third branch of the national government, they 
are crucial to procedural justice and the protection of individual 
rights. Justices and judges rule on major cases, and as the unelected 
branch, they are supposed to rise above politics and represent fun-
damental legal principles.

Yet, in recent years, federal courts have been tilted in a conserva-
tive direction. The Supreme Court has a 6–3 conservative majority 
after Leader Mitch McConnell refused to act on President Obama’s 
nomination of Merrick Garland to fill the seat of the late Antonin 
Scalia. McConnell’s refusal to act took a seat that would have been 
filled by a Democratic president and turned it into a conservative 
seat now held by Justice Neil Gorsuch. And when liberal Justice Ruth 
Ginsberg passed away during the Trump presidency, Republicans 
filled that seat with conservative jurist Amy Coney Barrett. Similar 
actions have occurred at the federal judge level, with Republicans 
adding a number of conservative jurists to the federal courts.

This raises important questions regarding the ability of judges to 
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rise above political pressures and the impartiality of justice. In coun-
tries such as Poland and Hungary, which have moved in an illiberal 
direction, the ruling party has packed the courts with like- minded 
judges and undermined the rule of law. Rather than serve as a check 
and balance on elected officials, many of the new judges vote in line 
with the ruling party and subvert the fairness of the legal process. 

The growing unrepresentativeness of federal courts is problem-
atic because it leads to the perception and possible reality of unfair-
ness, political bias, and injustice. The politicization of the judiciary is 
a hallmark of illiberal democracies and authoritarian governments, 
and Americans need to keep a close eye on that branch in order to 
ensure that our nation does not move further down that path.

Lax Campaign Finance Rules

Money in politics and campaign finance represents the starkest ex-
ample of the power of the few over the many. Those who contrib-
ute represent a small percentage of overall Americans and tilt the 
system in favor of those with large financial resources. Contributors 
are not typical in their viewpoints, and they move public policy in 
unrepresentative ways. With income inequality at a 100- year high 
in the United States, the disparity in the ability to give introduces 
serious inequity into the political process.9

The wealthy are much more politically active than the general 
public. In a survey of “economically successful Americans,” political 
scientists Benjamin Page, Larry Bartels, and Jason Seawright mea-
sured the activism and beliefs of the ultrarich.10 In questioning these 
individuals, the researchers found that 99 percent of the wealthy 
said they voted in presidential elections, far higher than the rate of 
the general public. Two- thirds (68 percent) made campaign contri-
butions to politicians, which is far higher than the 14 percent of the 
general public that contributes. 

More problematic from the standpoint of systemic fairness, 
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though, is the fact that the superrich hold policy views that are sig-
nificantly more conservative than ordinary citizens. In their survey, 
Page, Bartels, and Seawright asked the wealthy about a range of 
public policy issues and found that top wealth holders “differ rather 
sharply from the American public on a number of important poli-
cies. For example, there are significant differences on issues such 
as taxation, economic regulation, and social welfare programs.”11 
The wealthy are more likely than the general public to favor cuts 
in Medicare and education (58 percent versus 27 percent for the 
public), while they are less likely than the public to believe that the 
government has an essential role in regulating the market (55 per-
cent versus 71 percent, respectively).

Those with tremendous financial resources are far more conser-
vative than the public on issues related to social opportunity, educa-
tion, and health care. They do not support a major role for the public 
sector, even when government actions further economic and social 
opportunities for the general public. They are much more likely to 
favor cuts in social benefits and programs that benefit less fortu-
nate members of society. These views of the superrich led them to 
favor tax cuts and place more emphasis on deficit reduction than 
on “pump- priming” that stimulates broad- based economic growth. 
If politically active rich people favor tax cuts and oppose opportunity 
measures, as has been the case in recent years, it is difficult to gen-
erate political support for programs that help the nation’s low-  and 
middle- income people better themselves. 

Unrepresentative System

Taken together, the emergence of so many counter- majoritarian in-
stitutions and processes in the United States during the contempo-
rary period poses grave risks for the overall system. It undermines 
the popular will, fails to serve majority interests, is neither fair nor 
impartial, and allows small groups of voters to undermine basic 
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democratic values. In a number of cases, our current regime has 
features that enable the few consistently to triumph over the many, 
which furthers public cynicism about government and turns politi-
cal contests into unfettered power politics.

As a sign of how far America has sunk, an overtime analysis 
undertaken by the Freedom House organization found that the 
United States had dropped eleven points on a democracy scale from 
a decade ago. Due to problems such as gerrymandering, voting re-
strictions, large and secret money in politics, and racial injustice, the 
country had a democracy that ranked below nations such as Argen-
tina and Mongolia and similar to flawed systems such as those in 
Romania and Panama.12 

During a highly polarized time period where opponents dislike 
one another, there is a serious risk of a constitutional crisis that will 
be resolved with a legal coup or through undemocratic means. As 
noted at the beginning of this volume, the Electoral Count Act of 
1887 and the Insurrection Act of 1807 allow a legal coup in which 
states can contest an election, overturn the popular vote, send the 
unrepresentative slate of electors to Congress, and have that body 
certify Electoral College votes that allow the losing candidate to win 
the presidency.

Such an outcome would send the country into turmoil and create 
the possibility of large- scale public protests that would destabilize 
the nation. With the ability to declare emergency powers and call out 
state and federal troops to restore order, a president could engineer 
a de facto coup and then use its power in government to rig future 
elections. Although such a result might seem far- fetched, the basis 
exists for that type of situation, and it is quite conceivable given a 
tribal political culture, a toxic information system, institutional un-
fairness, voter suppression, and a lack of respect for procedural jus-
tice. It may be the case that a country that is already in chaos has the 
foundation for even greater illiberalism.
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Knowledge Threats 

During normal times, issues of endangerment do not loom very 
large. The risks are manageable, and there aren’t many surprises 
that can upend your life. There is less chaos and more predictability 
in terms of how things happen. People don’t go to work each day 
wondering whether the system is at risk, what is going to go wrong, 
who is going to ambush them, or who will blame them for bad things 
that take place.

But these are not “normal” times. Facts are in dispute, and it is 
a highly partisan environment. Powerful people can create major 
trouble for you; they can besmirch organizations, investigate people, 
and generate negative press. It poisons the well for all who seek to 
undertake thoughtful analysis of contemporary issues. 

For many parts of the knowledge sector, Trump and his support-
ers pose discernible threats to democratic discourse and operations. 
In their book Unmaking the Presidency, Susan Hennessey and Ben 
Wittes chronicle the misdeeds, dashed norms, abusive practices, 
and outright deceits that characterized the former president’s time 
in government.1 He treated the attorney general as his personal legal 
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representative and asked government officials, law enforcement 
agents, foreign leaders, and diplomats to aid his campaign and in-
vestigate his political opponents.2 

Yet Trumpistas are not the only threats. There are a variety of 
ways in which wealthy individuals, sensationalized reporting, ideo-
logues of all stripes, and geopolitical developments have disrupted 
knowledge creation and dissemination. Universities, think tanks, 
and nonprofit organizations face a number of challenges to their ac-
ademic freedom and research independence. These are important 
dangers because democracy requires a vibrant civil society in order 
to promote healthy dialogue, discourse, and deliberation. 

The Ultrawealthy

Over the last decade, think tanks and universities have gone through 
many trials and tribulations associated with Trump and his allies 
in government, business, and the news media. During his time in 
office, the chief executive recast politics in ways that disturbed those 
in many organizations, including experts in the right of center space. 
A number of conservative academics worried about Trump’s anti-
democratic tendencies and lack of respect for procedural justice. 

In a startling first- person account entitled “Think Tank in the 
Tank,” former Manhattan Institute senior fellow Sol Stern (also 
a contributing editor to the Manhattan Institute’s City Journal) al-
leged overt censorship and staff terminations at his organization as 
a result of critical writing about Trump. Even though many of its 
scholars warned about Trump’s dangers to democracy and civil dis-
course, Stern claimed that some of its trustees and leading donors 
pressured the Institute’s leaders to move the think tank in a direc-
tion that was supportive of President Trump.3 

According to Stern, critical articles got quashed, and pieces 
supportive of the president were favored. Two years into Trump’s 
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presidency, Stern resigned “to protest the magazine’s intellectual 
abdication on the most urgent crisis facing the nation today; the 
election of an unfit, dangerous man to the presidency.” He described 
some of its trustees as “accomplice[s] in one of the most malignant 
political movements in the country.”4 For him, it was a sign of wealthy 
donors endangering academic freedom and creating challenges for 
the knowledge sector. 

But concern over trustee interference is not limited to the 
conservative- oriented Manhattan Institute. There have been allega-
tions from other think tanks of board members engaging in intrusive 
behaviors. Wealthy businesspeople are protective of their low tax 
rates and not shy about criticizing experts whose work suggested 
that high earners should pay more in taxes and whose businesses 
should be subject to greater government oversight.5 Also, a number 
of trustees do not like the work of scholars in various places who 
call U.S. society racist and argue in favor of reparations to redress 
centuries of racial injustice. 

Similar problems emerged at leading universities as wealthy 
donors object to curricular designs and programmatic choices they 
do not like. At Yale University, for example, Beverly Gage, the di-
rector of the Brady- Johnson Program in Grand Strategy, resigned, 
saying “the university failed to stand up for academic freedom amid 
inappropriate efforts by its donors to influence its curriculum and 
faculty hiring.”6 After one of the program’s professors wrote an opin-
ion piece entitled, “How to Protect America from the Next Donald 
Trump,” donor Nicholas Brady complained to university officials 
about the article and said “this is not what Charles Johnson and I 
signed up for.” In response to this complaint, Yale set up a new advi-
sory board composed mainly of conservative Republicans, including 
former secretary of state Henry Kissinger, and Brady indicated he 
wanted someone to observe program courses and report back on 
what was being taught. At that point, Gage asked the university to 
protect her academic freedom and later resigned over what she felt 
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was an inadequate response from the institution. “It’s very difficult 
to teach effectively or creatively in a situation where you are being 
second- guessed and undermined and not protected,” she said.7

That case was illustrative of the many ways in which wealth is 
corrupting both politics and civil society. In her book, Dark Money, 
writer Jane Mayer outlines the billionaires who are subverting 
“think tanks, academic institutions, media groups, courthouses, 
and government allies” through their immense financial resources. 
She sees them as a threat to democracy because of their “carefully 
concealed agendas steering the nation.” In particular, Mayer wor-
ried about conservative billionaires who funded the radical right due 
to the amount of money they spent and the self- interested agenda 
they pursued.8

The Trump era was not the first time people were concerned 
about the influence of the ultrarich. In a 2014 book entitled Billion-
aires, I had bemoaned the “wealthification” of America in which 
rich interests were taking over publicly minded organizations and 
pushing them toward corporate viewpoints. Income inequality had 
grown in recent decades to a century- long high, and there were ex-
tremes of both wealth and poverty in America.9

Tufts University professor Dan Drezner has warned in his book, 
The Ideas Industry, that high levels of wealth concentration are risky 
for the knowledge sector. He talks about how plutocrats are trans-
forming the “marketplace of ideas” and skewing ideation in partisan 
directions.10 We have seen evidence of that trend in the rise of neolib-
eral economics, the triumph of the market over government regula-
tion, the gutting of campaign finance laws, the rise of dark money, and 
the emphasis on the financial and political virtues of globalization.

I had been attuned to the power of the wealthy long before I 
had interviewed for my job at Brookings. For a number of decades, 
Brown University had been a school of the children of the rich and 
famous. There were sons and daughters of prominent political and 
media figures. And wealthy families from all around the world sent 
their children to be educated at the Ivy League university.11
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During my 2008 interview with Brookings president Strobe Tal-
bott, I had jokingly told him that “fundraising is the only part of my 
life where I am a socialist.” Rich people had a lot of money during a 
time of high income inequality, and our job was to get some of it back 
so we could use it for positive philanthropic purposes. There had 
been a long pause as that remark sank in, and he finally responded, 
“That is a good line, but don’t use it in front of our trustees.”

I got the job despite my brash comment, but years later, the mere 
possibility of my Billionaires book highlighting the problems of ul-
trawealth had created considerable tension at the highest level of the 
institution. Talbott was unhappy I had written a book about wealthy 
interests, and in an unusual move required his personal review and 
approval before the book was published. To his credit, though, he 
let the book go forward on academic freedom grounds. But he was 
not pleased that I had written on a topic that might upset our donors 
even though inequality was clearly central to America’s political 
dysfunction. 

High- Stakes Conflict

When I was growing up, the classic advice in my rural hometown 
was “don’t get into a pissing match with a skunk.” The reason was 
obvious as it was clear you wouldn’t come out of that encounter 
smelling very good. Skunks have a way of polluting the scene with 
odors that will linger for a long time.

The same adage applies to politics— encounters with the occa-
sional human skunk leave a foul aroma all around. Those kinds of 
individuals fight dirty, engage in unscrupulous activities, weaponize 
information, and challenge the integrity of everyone else. After all, 
if they can make supporters believe that everyone is corrupt, then 
corruption drops out as a factor in penalizing those who are truly 
unethical.

In Rhode Island, where I had spent most of my adult life, one 
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common tactic for attacking the opposition was “dropping a dime” in 
a pay phone. This was before the time of mobile phones and surveil-
lance cameras, when one could place an anonymous call and report 
negative information on your enemies. It was a time- worn technique 
used in political campaigns as well as in efforts to take down oppo-
nents. Without revealing your personal identity, you simply called a 
reporter or law enforcement agent and pointed that person in the 
direction of your adversary. It was quick, effective, and anonymous.

In D.C., this tactic has been displaced by the “art of the leak.” 
Confidential calls to friendly reporters or government investigators 
who promise never to reveal the source are the way to ensure posi-
tive action and facilitate critical stories about others. It represents a 
technique to spin the news with the help of sympathetic reporters. 
People feed journalists negative stories, and the journalists get ex-
clusive stories in return. It works out great, except for the object of 
the leak, who becomes the subject of a scathing news article.

In the contemporary period, where the public is highly suspicious 
of anything associated with the capitol city, there are many ways 
to weaken opponents. You can investigate them, challenge their 
credibility, or, in the case of nonprofits, pull their tax- exempt status, 
which will eliminate the deductibility of charitable contributions to 
the organization. The latter, of course, is the nuclear option against 
think tanks, universities, and nonprofits.

Even though impeachment represented a profound action, a 
number of my academic colleagues plus many Americans felt the 
grounds for Trump’s removal were quite valid. They felt he had 
abused the powers of his office with respect to the president of 
Ukraine by suggesting that he would withhold congressionally ap-
proved assistance unless the foreign leader announced an investi-
gation of Trump’s leading Democratic opponent. When reproached 
for these activities, he threatened opponents, filed lawsuits, and un-
dermined basic norms of the political system. Ultimately, Trump’s 
stance was that he had not broken any law. 

For our organization, the contentiousness surrounding Trump 
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came to a head with the unmasking of the whistleblower whose 
memo about the Ukrainian phone call had sparked the initial inves-
tigation. This was the key action that had brought Trump’s actions to 
light and spurred the House impeachment.

After his damaging call to Ukraine’s president Volodymyr Zelen-
sky was revealed, Trump supporters pointed to a Central Intelligence 
Agency analyst as the likely source of the leak. Almost immediately, 
the conservative Breitbart website published a story linking that in-
dividual by name to Hillary Clinton, Barack Obama, Joe Biden, and 
the Brookings Institution.12 The article noted that the whistleblower 
had worked in the White House for Tori Nuland, who was a confi-
dant of then president Strobe Talbott and held a nonresident senior 
fellow position at our institution. The implication was that the inves-
tigation was purely political, and there was a Democratic conspiracy 
to take down the chief executive.

Within a few hours, a Twitter post promoting the story was liked 
100,000 times. Soon conservatives were peddling the story that 
Ukraine, not Russia, had interfered in the 2016 election in order to 
help Democrats. The narrative was a follow- up to earlier right- wing 
claims that Obama was a closet Muslim and Hillary Clinton a secret 
pedophile. The false charge turned the Trump impeachment on its 
head and claimed that Democrats were the ones committing a gross 
injustice, not the GOP president. 

It wasn’t long before President Trump retweeted a post revealing 
the actual name of the alleged whistleblower, in apparent violation 
of federal rules against whistleblower identification and retalia-
tion. That tweet led former Bush speechwriter David Frum to label 
Trump a “gangster” president who was breaking the law.13 

Conservatives publicized a narrative that my colleague Ben 
Wittes, who ran a popular blog called Lawfare, was knee- deep 
in the conspiracy because a few years earlier he had argued that 
Democrats needed an “insurance policy” in case Trump won the 
2016 election. According to conservative skeptics, that policy in-
volved all- out attacks on Trump and eventually impeachment itself. 
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Writer Sharyl Attkisson was a proponent of that argument, saying, 
“We continue to get evidence of an orchestrated effort among gov-
ernment insiders and the well- connected to take down President 
Trump at all costs.”14

As conservative fears about this alleged “conspiracy” spread, 
right- wing outlets openly attacked the Brookings Institution. For 
example, Julie Kelly of the far- right Center for American Greatness 
argued Brookings was a “laundering agent of sorts for Democratic 
political contributions,” and its scholars were engaging in “one of 
the biggest frauds in history on the American people.”15 In another 
piece, she complained that my colleagues were writing “collusion 
propaganda articles disguised as think pieces.”16 

In a similar light, Joe Hoft of the ultra- right Gateway Pundit web-
site summarized the critique of Brookings with the following head-
line: “With Huge Financial Backing from Hostile Foreign Entities 
Brookings Institute Is Working to Help Democrats Win in 2020.” 
He argued that Brookings should be shut down for violating its non-
profit, tax- exempt status by engaging in partisan lobbying and overt 
campaigning.17 

Neither of these sites had much credibility with the political 
mainstream, but they had an important ally in Donald Trump. He 
loved these and other websites precisely because they published sto-
ries with sensationalistic headlines. White House officials said they 
regularly found the chief executive waving stories from the Gateway 
Pundit and other right- wing sites and berating his staff for not “fol-
lowing the internet the way I do.”18 They should pay attention to the 
coverage, he argued, because those outlets understood the really 
nefarious stuff taking place in American politics. He would retweet 
their far- fetched stories and then watch conservative politicians and 
television outlets follow his lead on television. 

Congressman Devin Nunes poured gasoline on the conspiracy 
story in 2020 when he went on Fox News with Maria Bartiromo 
and said the Brookings Institution through its former president 
Strobe Talbott had disseminated the infamous anti- Trump dossier 
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compiled by Christopher Steele, a former British intelligence of-
ficer. That document had included a number of highly inflamma-
tory charges against Trump that had infuriated the presidential 
candidate. Speaking of Brookings employees, Nunes claimed on 
the prominent national television show that “they were involved 
for sure in the dissemination and for sure in the defense of the 
dossier.”19 

Other outlets added fuel to the inferno. RealClearInvestigations 
reported that Igor “Iggy” Danchenko, a former Brookings research 
assistant in 2010 for Fiona Hill, had served as one of the chief com-
pilers of the Steele dossier. According to the article, Steele had hired 
Danchenko to “dig up dirt on Trump and Russia for the Hillary Clin-
ton campaign,” and that information laid the groundwork for the 
2016 FBI investigation into Trump.”20 

Conservatives had a field day with the disclosures. Reporters 
wrote stories complaining about the “far- left- leaning Brookings 
Institution” while congressional staffers threatened Brookings’s 
legal status, saying in stories and opinion pieces that “their 501(c)
(3) status should be audited, because they are a major player in the 
dossier deal.”21 

People’s fears inside Brookings intensified when after these sto-
ries appeared, one of our colleagues was targeted in a U.S. Depart-
ment of Homeland Security (DHS) intelligence gathering effort. That 
agency’s handling of political protests in Portland, Oregon, and the 
sending of unidentified federal agents to that city had come under 
fire, and Wittes and a New York Times reporter had published infor-
mation from unclassified DHS memos. Among the documents was 
one conceding that “camouflaged federal agents sent to put down 
the unrest in Portland didn’t understand the nature of the protests 
they were facing.”22

Upset with the media leaks, DHS officials in its Office of Intelli-
gence and Analysis compiled “intelligence reports” on Wittes and 
Times reporter Mike Baker. Generally used for terrorists and violent 
criminals, these reports are sent to law enforcement agents to aid 
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their work. Former administration officials reacted strongly to the 
administration’s tactics and argued that these reports should not be 
used against journalists and academics. That action was “bizarre,” 
according to former DHS General Counsel Steve Bunnell, and “has 
nothing to do with DHS’s original mission.”23 

Some observers worried that this surreptitious step represented 
a move in the direction of illegal oversight and could become a pre-
cursor to compiling dossiers on administration critics. The ordeal 
contributed to scholars’ fears that retaliatory measures could esca-
late against Brookings on the part of Trump’s supporters in Con-
gress and federal agencies. 

The risk in this kind of situation was not so much losing a legal 
action as incurring huge fees that would be very costly to those in-
volved. For example, Ambassador Gordon Sondland incurred $1.8 
million in legal fees during Trump’s impeachment trial. His situa-
tion was expensive because he had to testify before Congress, re-
construct detailed itineraries and conversations, get legal advice 
regarding the complicated issues involved in that case, and not in-
criminate himself during hours of testimony.24 

On the last day of 2020, the Trump administration threw a fast-
ball at Brookings by subpoenaing the personnel records of Igor 
Danchenko, the individual who undertook research for the Steele 
dossier. Special Counsel John Dunham demanded documents relat-
ing to Danchenko’s employment, even though it had been a decade 
since he had worked at Brookings, and press reports indicated that 
there was nothing in his file that related to the dossier.25 

After an investigation, Danchenko was arrested in 2021 on 
charges of lying to federal investigators.26 Within days of that indict-
ment, the meme #ArrestFionaHill was trending on Twitter and being 
shared thousands of times in what appeared to be a highly coordi-
nated manner. This was accompanied by critical stories claiming 
that “Brookings was ground zero for the Russia collusion hoax, with 
many key staff embroiled in the damaging lie that Donald Trump 
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colluded with Vladimir Putin to steal the 2016 election.”27 Fox News 
published an article on its website by George Washington Univer-
sity law professor Jonathan Turley entitled “This Liberal Think Tank 
Keeps Popping Up in Durham Investigation.”28

These activities represented just some of the ways others sought 
to pin blame on critics for the years- long investigations into the sus-
picious ties between Trump and Russia, and Trump’s efforts to dig 
up dirt on Joe Biden with foreign leaders. Rather than deal substan-
tively with the charge that Trump had abused his office, both the 
president and his political supporters played a blame game that re-
jected the investigations as overly partisan and a sign of unfair be-
havior on the part of opponents. 

A number of individuals used all possible means to tarnish the 
opposition and bring the public to their side. They filed legal mo-
tions, used partisan media sites to smear critics, and condemned 
the opposition through social media attacks. Several people sent 
death threats to Brookings experts in order to make sure that the 
experts understood the depth of their anger. 

Twenty- five percent of our Governance Studies residential schol-
ars received death threats, which to me, represented a shockingly 
high number. One graphic phone call warned, “I am going to wipe 
the entire Brookings Institution off the face of the fucking earth. You 
are scum sucking evil motherfuckers and you all deserve death in 
the most heinous way and it’s coming at you.”29

In dealing with this subject, I learned about gradations of death 
threats from the more general to the more specific. A general death 
threat takes the form of “you should be killed” without listing the 
particular time or place, and with the threat taking the form of a 
“passive voice.” Among this genre, it is generally seen as the least 
worrisome concerning the intent to inflict harm. But there are more 
explicit formulations, such as, “I am going to kill you” to “you live on 
X Street and I am going to kill you” to “I know you have a spouse 
named X and children named Y and Z, and I am going to kill you.” 
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When I moved to D.C. more than a decade ago, I never thought I 
would have to deal with these kinds of abusive threats and security 
risks.

Mercurial Senators

During my time in the capitol city, I also learned to be very careful 
in dealing with mainstream senators. Being a member of one of the 
most exclusive clubs in the country and having the ability to hold up 
appointments and stop legislation through a filibuster made them 
(along with the president and Supreme Court Justices) the most 
powerful people in town. Everyone was completely deferential to 
them, realizing the tremendous power each held and the fact that 
individual senators had the ability to give or withhold major public 
benefits in the form of tax provisions, federal appointments, or broad 
policy actions. 

One day, we were fortunate to get a senator for one of our events. 
At the appointed time, the particular individual showed up, and we 
ushered him into a small room. He immediately lit into his staff. 
What was this bill about, he inquired? When told of its major provi-
sions, he interrupted by asking, “Why are we supporting the bill?” 
Some of the legislative sections apparently contained policies that 
he actually opposed. His young staff was left to explain that one of 
the Senate cosponsors had insisted on certain provisions as a condi-
tion for supporting the legislation.

The senator was incredibly grouchy and not ashamed of his bad 
mood. “It is a garbage bill,” he told his staff, and he didn’t understand 
provisions that were in it. When one of his staffers slowly attempted 
to explain a main point, the senator countered by saying, “Pick it up. I 
have been to law school and don’t have all day with the explanation.”

Turning to me, he asked who was doing his introduction? Real-
izing the minefield into which I was stepping, I hesitantly told him I 
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was introducing him and gave him a short sense of what I planned 
to say. “You only have three of my committees,” he warned, and the 
introduction omitted key parts of his background. Pivoting to his 
press secretary, he reprimanded her by saying, “You should have 
sent him better information.” I felt badly because it wasn’t her fault; 
I had prepared my introduction based on material from his website 
and edited it down because he was someone who was well known 
and did not need a lengthy description.

Attempting to defuse what was quickly becoming a deteriorating 
conversation, I asked him what he wanted me to say in the event 
introduction. That turned out to be the magic gesture as the sena-
tor noted that he had led major organizations and served on many 
important committees. I dutifully took notes and incorporated his 
comments in my introduction, which pleased him enormously.

As soon as we were on stage, the senator’s dour mood evapo-
rated, and he was friendly, funny, and incredibly well informed on 
the legislation that he had just privately told us he didn’t understand 
and didn’t like. Without missing a beat, he incorporated advice one 
of my colleagues had given him about the proposal and came across 
as smart and knowledgeable. After the event, he was all smiles. He 
loved how the forum went, was incredibly friendly, and stayed to talk 
for a considerable time. 

Despite his initial furor, he thanked me for organizing a great 
forum. I was stunned by the abrupt turnaround, but glad things 
had moved in my favor. Yet I remained surprised at how quickly the 
mood could shift with this powerful man, and the whole experience 
reminded me how tumultuous D.C. politics could be, even with lead-
ers who were well respected and considered to be highly responsi-
ble. There were few constraints on the whims of influential senators, 
and I saw firsthand how their individual predilections could shift 
very quickly.
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Hardball Tactics 

Think tanks are not immune to hardball tactics, both within and 
between organizations. Although the atmosphere is typically genial, 
there are some individuals who weaponize information through 
email blind carbon copies (bccs) or the forwarding of messages. 
Anything you put in writing in digital form could be used by others 
to advance their own causes. One person loved to engage in palace 
intrigue via bccs. The only problem was that in a relatively small or-
ganization, others became aware of this proclivity and were careful 
what they sent.

Others were more upfront about their sharp elbows. When I first 
arrived at Brookings in 2008, I was about to publish a Brookings 
book entitled Digital Health, which dealt with health information 
technology. Because we had common interests, I expected the di-
rector of the Brookings health care center to be interested in my re-
search. I requested a “get to know you” meeting, and for months got 
no response. Eventually, his deputy met with me and told me in no 
uncertain terms that I should not be working on health care because 
that was their issue and no one outside their center could work on 
that topic. In case I didn’t take his admonition seriously, he followed 
our conversation with a complaint to the president, warning I should 
stay away from health care research.

To our then head Strobe Talbott’s credit, that stunning request 
was not approved. He followed a “no lanes” policy at Brookings and 
said as long as you had appropriate expertise, you could write on 
various areas of interest. The encounter was a sobering reminder, 
however, that I needed to be careful of those within the organization 
who had particular interests and be mindful of their ability to create 
trouble for me. 

Challenging circumstances were apparent in other D.C.- based 
think tanks as well. The conservative- leaning American Enterprise 
Institute (AEI) went through a “near- death” experience in the mid- 
1980s due to poor financial management.30 It faced an aggressive 
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competitor in the form of the Heritage Foundation, which put a vast 
amount of money into political advocacy and cultivated close rela-
tions on Capitol Hill and in federal agencies. AEI was forced to make 
a number of hard choices, but came out of that period as a strong 
and well- respected research entity.

I had my own dustup with someone from Heritage. After I pub-
lished a Brookings piece on ways to encourage the news media to 
move toward more thoughtful and less polarized discourse, I was at-
tacked by one of its people. In an article, a Heritage writer complained 
that I wanted “a centralized state composed of luminaries making 
enlightened decisions for the rest of society.” While he publicly con-
ceded that I was not authoritarian or totalitarian, he said I wanted to 
“ban actions, speech or even thought deemed ‘hateful,’ ‘anti- social,’ 
‘against social conviviality,’ and so on.”31 Most surprising, though, was 
that right after his article appeared, he called me up and wanted to go 
to lunch to show me he actually was a nice guy. I passed on that invita-
tion, steaming over his misrepresentation of my views. 

The Aspen Institute was another organization that encountered 
rough winds in 2020 during the major economic downturn associ-
ated with the coronavirus pandemic. Many people across the coun-
try became ill, and a number of organizations fell on hard times. 
The economy collapsed when employers sent their people home and 
consumer spending dropped precipitously. In short order, unemploy-
ment rose to double- digit levels, and there were eerie comparisons 
to the Great Depression of the 1930s.

Aspen raised much of its money by doing events, holding high- 
profile conferences, and attracting prominent individuals to its var-
ious campuses around the world. Its exclusive invitations propelled 
the organization to great heights as a place where “movers and shak-
ers” congregated and rubbed elbows with the rich and famous. With 
the downturn, however, that business model collapsed. No longer 
able to hold in- person events or sponsor conferences, its revenues 
fell, and the organization projected losses of $14 to $17 million, 
which was more than 10 percent of its annual operating revenue.32
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Around this time, Congress enacted the Paycheck Protection 
Program bill designed to provide relief to hard- hit organizations. It 
was a way to keep organizations solvent while the economy recov-
ered. Aspen applied for and was granted $8 million in federal assis-
tance by the Small Business Administration. It planned to use the 
money to save jobs and sustain the organization. 

But one of its experts objected to the relief and publicly criti-
cized his own institution in the press. He argued, “The people and 
businesses— local bookstores, coffee shops, restaurants, small 
foundries, little packaging businesses, your local grocers— that 
really need the money have none. We have Depression- era unem-
ployment. Mass deaths. And one of America’s most elite institutions 
thinks it is okay to take the money. Those who purport to be values- 
based and public- spirited leaders cannot at the same time put self- 
interest first, when there is so much human suffering and death.”33

An Aspen spokesperson defended the decision to seek the money. 
Amy DeMaria explained, “We applied for PPP funds because we 
have suffered a serious hit to our budget, and are doing everything 
possible to keep our people employed— which is the purpose of the 
PPP program.” Its leaders were clearly worried about the institu-
tion’s financial viability since it was not clear how long the downturn 
would last and when Aspen would resume its high- profile events 
and conferences. 

Within a day of the critical news article, however, Aspen an-
nounced it was returning the money. In a statement, DeMaria ex-
plained “We believe that our application, which was made in the 
first week of the PPP, was consistent with the goals of the program. 
Upon listening to our communities and further reflection, we have 
made the decision to return the loan. The Aspen Institute is commit-
ted to doing our part to help the country and the world both recover 
from and rebuild after this global pandemic. We stand with all who 
are trying to make a difference in very difficult times.”34

There also were disputes within the Atlantic Council. After two 
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experts argued that “the U.S. should not focus on human rights in its 
dealings with Russia,” two dozen of their own colleagues signed a 
public letter disagreeing with that stance and attributing the soft po-
sition on Russia to funding received from a conservative foundation. 
One of the signers anonymously complained to a reporter, saying, 
“The reputational risk .  .  . [is] that we’re willing to give our good 
name to arguments that amount to we ought to give Putin a free 
hand at home including to murder political opponents, and invade 
his neighbors when he really feels he needs to.”35 

On an artificial intelligence book published by Brookings, I faced 
challenges within my own institution. Some did not want the book to 
come out and pushed for reviewers who would say it was unpublish-
able. Fortunately for me, that effort did not work because the peer 
reviewers liked the book and recommended it for publication. The 
book went on to a warm reception, and six months later, Brookings’ 
AI policy work was rated number one in the world by the University 
of Pennsylvania.36 

Waving the Money Flag

Fundraising is a political vulnerability for every nonprofit organiza-
tion because each entity has to raise money in order to operate. Al-
though Brookings had a sizeable endowment of $450 million, which 
funded a significant portion of our activities, and we had donors 
of varying perspectives and backgrounds, most think tanks did 
not have those kinds of reserves and were dependent on a limited 
number of donors. 

In a highly polarized environment with a heavy emphasis on po-
litical combat and when money is a contentious issue, fundraising 
often becomes the vehicle by which people criticize think tanks, uni-
versities, and news organizations. Just as political candidates long 
ago learned it was easier to attack the opposition’s source of fund-
ing than the competitor’s substantive ideas, the same  vulnerability 
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became apparent in the knowledge sector. It was easy to jump from 
the fact that someone is providing money to the idea that institutes 
are completely corrupt because of outside funding. Waving the 
money flag became a common tactic for those who wanted to chal-
lenge expertise and go after specific organizations.

There would be all- out campaigns to attack newspapers, uni-
versities, and think tanks based on their financing. For example, 
former president Trump loved to complain about what he called the 
“Amazon Washington Post,” a not very subtle reference to the fact 
that the paper was owned by billionaire Jeff Bezos. Trump was un-
happy with the paper’s frequent fact- checking and wanted people to 
see it as a corporate tool of the wealthy businessman. Its reporters 
asked tough questions of him, identified abuses at his businesses 
and foundations, and documented tens of thousands of falsehoods 
during his years in office.37 

In a world where the public was extremely cynical about money 
in politics, and funding was a vulnerability, adversaries knew they 
could raise doubts about any organization simply by alleging mal-
feasance due to funding sources. It didn’t matter where the money 
came from or whether there was evidence of unethical behavior. A 
skeptical public would believe if your newspaper was owned by a bil-
lionaire, or if a nonprofit took money from a specific entity, you were 
beholden to that individual or organization. You could have a big 
endowment, hundreds of donors, disclose the contributors, receive 
financing from people with conflicting points of view, and engage in 
independent scholarly work, but still look guilty in the court of public 
opinion. 

In an era of widespread cynicism, opponents would weaponize 
financial information in dangerous ways and use funding contro-
versies to discredit authoritative institutional gatekeepers. Anything 
that undermined fact- checkers or outside experts was advantageous 
for those who wanted to weaken democracy. They knew that if they 
could challenge academic expertise and delegitimize university 
scholarship, it would be easy to troll opponents, inflame the public, 
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and spread false information regarding vaccines, climate change, 
and ballot fraud. 

Real and Fake News

Washington is a town obsessed with the latest news. Owing to the 
political power invested in the capitol city, what happens in the 
media is treated very seriously and often becomes part of the dy-
namic that moves legislation and leads to official government action. 
People angle to be on national television and prominent news web-
sites because those conversations become part of the storyline that 
shapes official decisions.

Yet the news media have changed in fundamental respects. The 
rise of the internet has created new online platforms that look and 
act like conventional news sources but are highly partisan and have 
widely varying standards. Some conform to the goals of traditional 
news organizations, whereas others spread lies, foster conspiracy 
theories, and propagate myths to large numbers of people. 

At a time when democracy is teetering on the edge, new outlets 
alter the information ecosystem and add considerable risks to the 
political system. Media coverage is more personal and sensational-
ized, and it also tends to be more extreme and partisan. There are 
well- known differences in how various outlets cover the news. And 
there are internet websites that look just like conventional newscast-
ers but are deeply political and closely aligned with specific ideolog-
ical interests. 

One has to be very careful in dealing with media outlets because 
contemporary reporters are often evaluated based on the number 
of pageviews they generate. If you are part of a story that goes viral, 
that is terrific for the individual reporter and their news organiza-
tion, but it is generally not good for you. There can be coverage that 
damages you as a large number of people tweet and retweet the 
sensationalized headlines. One has to avoid becoming “click bait” 
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for reporters seeking to build their brands as anything that elevates 
online readership is fair game for enterprising writers. 

Sometimes, the attacks came from the Left. One of my well- 
respected colleagues wrote a paper complaining about predatory 
practices and abusive market behavior by large technology firms 
and the need for a new digital regulatory agency to oversee these 
companies. At a time of a growing techlash against the sector, there 
was clearly a need for stronger enforcement actions against large 
firms. The paper was a well- researched and well- written explana-
tion of how that should happen.

Against that backdrop, it was surprising when the American Pros-
pect, a leading liberal organ, attacked the paper as pro- industry.38 Its 
writer noted that Brookings had accepted contributions from com-
panies and ignored the author’s critical stance on the tech sector 
and his recommendation that it was time to create a new agency 
to regulate those companies. It was an “Alice in Wonderland” ar-
gument where up was down, and a paper that made the case for 
stiffer regulation was seen as favorable to tech companies. To me, 
the attack was misplaced because the paper’s author had written a 
tough- minded piece that was hard on the industry. 

Outsiders loved to take our work out of context and criticize it. As 
an example, I once wrote a blog post on twenty- one questions that 
members of Congress should ask tech CEOs when they were testi-
fying before Congress. The items included questions such as, “Have 
you hired ethicists to help you design products and think about the 
societal ramifications of your technologies? Do you believe the Cali-
fornia Consumer Privacy Act is a good model for the nation to adopt 
and would you encourage members of Congress to pass legislation 
modeled on that bill? How have you diversified your corporate lead-
ership team and your company workforce, and what are the current 
breakdowns for your company as a whole by race, gender, ethnicity, 
and U.S. states where employees work? and What have you done to 
stop the use of your products for racist appeals, hateful actions, or 
false information?”39 
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Yet, when writing his critique, the author ignored these entreat-
ies and said that my asking, “What is your greatest hope about 
technology today?” proved I was anti- consumer despite years of 
pro- consumer writings in books and articles. In his column, there 
was no mention of the other twenty questions and their efforts to 
elicit meaningful information from the executives. That approach 
was often par for the course because in a world of tweets and sen-
sationalized headlines, it was easy to pick one sentence out of a blog 
post and condemn people based on that snippet. Critics knew no 
one would read the longer report and understand it was an unsub-
stantiated accusation.

Occasionally, prominent politicians used the news media to go 
after specific organizations. For example, Senator Bernie Sanders 
criticized the centrist Third Way for its supposed ties to Wall Street 
Democrats, and he complained that “they want us to go back to 
their failed corporate approach, which has led to a massive level of 
income and wealth inequality, a bloated military budget and a failure 
to address the crises of climate change, a broken criminal justice 
system and inhumane immigration policies.”40 

Senator Elizabeth Warren did the same thing against Brookings 
when she condemned a paper about financial services written by 
one of our nonresident scholars, Bob Litan. She pointed to his sup-
port from a mutual fund and claimed that the support led to biased 
research. In a letter, she said the report was “highly compensated 
and editorially compromised work on behalf of an industry player 
seeking a specific conclusion.”41

Brookings responded by saying that his paper was written “in 
his private capacity, not connected with Brookings in any way.” After 
investigating the situation, though, the think tank’s leadership didn’t 
fault Litan for his research but criticized him for a failure to comply 
with a new internal rule on congressional testimony that prohibited 
nonresident scholars from using their Brookings affiliation. Even 
though Litan said he was not aware of the institution’s new require-
ment, Brookings got him to resign.42
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That quelled Warren’s ire but unleashed outrage about Brook-
ings’s lack of support for Litan’s academic freedom. Some scholars 
inside the institution felt the move was the equivalent of a “jay- 
walking” offense. A number believed the organization capitulated 
to Warren over fear of alienating a powerful Democratic senator, 
not that Litan had done anything seriously wrong other than state 
his personal policy views, which scholars felt was protected by the 
institution’s commitment to academic freedom. 

Several years later, Brookings redressed the injustice by rein-
stating his nonresident senior fellow position and publishing one of 
his books. He wrote thoughtful pieces for us and I spoke at his book 
launch as a sign of solidarity with him. The speed of his initial ter-
mination had shocked many people, but bringing him back allowed 
Litan to continue his work.

Sometimes reporters went after their fellow writers. There was 
critical coverage involving David Brooks of the New York Times 
after he launched an Aspen Institute activity called Weave: The 
Social Fabric Project. It was financed by Facebook and involved him 
authoring a short blog post on Facebook’s corporate site extolling 
the virtues of Groups, a tool for online communities. He further-
more spoke at a video conference organized by New York University 
where a Facebook- funded paper was released. 

Media critics lambasted him for not disclosing the funding rela-
tionship with the tech giant, and Aspen for working so closely with 
the company.43 After initial reporting by BuzzFeed News, the Wash-
ington Post picked up the story and rebuked Brooks for not publicly 
disclosing the funding. It accused him of violating journalistic ethics 
by not informing his readers of the corporate funding while writ-
ing pieces that praised Facebook’s online platform.44 In short order, 
Brooks resigned his position leading the Aspen Institute project.45
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Foreign Issues

A number of Brookings leaders have argued that key parts of the 
future lie in China, and scholars should spend as much time as pos-
sible there to understand that country. Brookings president Strobe 
Talbott was a committed globalist who had served as deputy secre-
tary of state in the Clinton State Department. He had been Bill Clin-
ton’s roommate at Oxford University and had an enviable network 
of international contacts. He wanted our scholars to broaden their 
focus beyond America to learn from and work with other countries.

Yet those decisions about spending more time in China turned 
out to be trickier than previously imagined. Rather than a rosy sce-
nario featuring shared prosperity and common economic interests 
between China and the United States, geopolitics were shifting, and 
forces were developing within America that would openly attack 
China and see it as a major economic competitor and security threat. 
Any organization that did work there could become a casualty of the 
rapidly moving alignments.

Similar tensions were arising in other parts of the world. Coun-
tries that were considered U.S. allies at one point in time could 
become problematic at another point in time. If there were projects 
underway when the tide turned, it could expose scholars to criti-
cisms for working in a nation that was viewed with suspicion, even 
if there were shared diplomatic and defense agreements with those 
countries.

One of our international units had started a relationship with 
Saudi Arabia based on an ambitious development plan there known 
as Vision 2030. A young prince known as Mohammad bin Salman 
(also known as MBS) had put together a plan to diversify the Saudi 
economy and bring reforms to the kingdom. He claimed his goal 
was to bring his country into the twenty- first century and modernize 
its archaic practices, including allowing women to drive cars and 
own property. 

But after that effort launched, something happened that dramat-
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ically changed people’s views about Saudi Arabia. In 2018, a Saudi 
critic named Jamal Khashoggi visited the Saudi consulate office in 
Istanbul in order to get a visa. His fiancé was waiting outside the 
building but Khashoggi never came out. For days, it was unclear 
what had happened, and Saudi officials denied any wrongdoing.

However, slowly details emerged that revealed a vicious murder. 
A Saudi team is said to have tortured, killed, and dismembered 
Khashoggi, and Turkish officials claimed they had secret recordings 
of the gruesome death scene. Further investigation alleged that sev-
eral members of the assassination squad belonged to MBS’s personal 
bodyguard. The Crown Prince denied any personal involvement, but 
the world was outraged by the treacherous and bloody action. There 
were months of negative coverage of Saudi Arabia that asked how 
any country’s leadership could undertake such horrific deeds.46

It wasn’t long before reporters turned to the many prominent 
universities and think tanks that had worked with the Saudis. How 
could they take money from such a vicious regime, even if it was 
an ally of the United States? Were they siding with murderers and 
assassins, journalists wondered out loud? In short order, Brook-
ings and several universities renounced their Saudi funding. That 
action was clearly the right thing to do given the vicious act that had 
occurred.

Other think tanks were enduring similar scrutiny over their for-
eign activities. The Council on Foreign Relations garnered negative 
press when it hosted a Zoom webinar moderated by CNN’s Fareed 
Zakaria that featured Javad Zarif, the foreign minister of Iran. The 
Washington Free Beacon called him “Iran’s chief propagandist” 
and suggested that the forum violated U.S. sanctions against that 
country. It cited a U.S. State Department spokesperson who argued 
“considering the Iranian regime’s brutal execution of Navid Afkari 
on Saturday, no country or organization should be giving Foreign 
Minister Zarif a platform to spread his propaganda. Zarif and his 
government should only be met with isolation and censure for their 
barbarity.”47 The Council on Foreign Relations defended the event by 
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saying that “canceling would establish a precedent and a standard 
that could preclude us hosting officials from a significant number 
of countries” and pointed out that hosting a forum with a foreign 
official did not constitute an endorsement of him or his country’s 
policies.

The Atlantic Council engendered criticism over its relationship 
with Turkey, even though that country was allied with the United 
States and was part of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. As 
that government turned more authoritarian under the leadership 
of President Tayyip Erdoğan, the think tank was accused of serv-
ing as a “PR arm of the Turkish government.” It raised money from 
the Turkish government and had executive committee members 
who were registered foreign agents of other nations. Its program on 
Ukraine received financial support from the natural gas company 
sector, even though its leading scholar in that area expressed “un-
easiness” about the relationship.48

Brookings also had a long relationship with Turkey. It was a 
country that previously had been democratic and a strong partner of 
the United States. But over time, it had turned illiberal and impris-
oned thousands of its own people. Their main infraction seemed to 
be a willingness to speak out against the country’s antidemocratic 
tendencies.

One day, what had previously been a human rights dispute 
turned into an ugly confrontation between protestors and security 
guards for President Erdoğan. Well before his regime’s turn to illib-
eralism, he had been invited to speak at Brookings. He attracted a 
large crowd of people outside the building, who were unhappy with 
the tenor of his regime. When the protesters shouted attacks on his 
policies, Erdoğan’s guards waded into the crowd right outside our 
building and assaulted the dissidents.49 The Turkish security per-
sonnel also sought to prevent critical journalists from attending our 
open event, something that forced our institution’s president to go 
out and personally escort individual reporters into our auditorium. 
It was a wild scene that had escalated quickly. 
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The outrageous behavior led to soul- searching about when and 
under what circumstances we should allow illiberal leaders to speak 
at Brookings. For years, we had prided ourselves on being open to 
a variety of speakers and being eager to engage major leaders from 
other nations that did not share our democratic values. Yet the rise 
of thuggish behavior from some of these governments put that ap-
proach under tremendous pressure. We did not want to appear to be 
siding with antidemocratic leaders who openly attacked dissidents 
and tried to keep reporters from covering public speeches. 

To make sure no one missed the point about the contentious for-
eign environment, the U.S. State Department three weeks before 
the 2020 election announced a new policy by which think tanks 
and universities had to disclose their foreign government funding 
in order to engage with its officials. “To protect the integrity of civil 
society institutions, the Department requests henceforth that think 
tanks and other foreign policy organizations that wish to engage 
with the department disclose prominently on their websites fund-
ing they receive from foreign governments, including state- owned or 
state- operated subsidiary entities,” Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 
announced. “Department staff will be mindful of whether disclosure 
has been made and of specific funding sources that are disclosed 
when determining whether and how to engage.”50 This was not a 
problem at Brookings because we disclosed our donors, but not all 
think tanks and universities were doing that.

Despite unfounded accusations about cozying up to illiberal re-
gimes, Brookings scholars were at the forefront of standing up for 
liberal democracy at home and opposing countries abroad that were 
backsliding away from freedom and personal liberty. There were nu-
merous books and articles written showing our experts’ support for 
liberal democracy, personal freedom, and human rights. 

An example of our writing was on Hungary, which represented a 
case of illiberal democracy that appeared to be sliding into author-
itarianism. Our experts regularly condemned that regime and doc-
umented its antidemocratic actions. Several who wrote on the topic 
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cited Hungary as a poster boy for illiberal rule. But whenever our 
scholars wrote those critical pieces, there would be calls from the 
Hungarian ambassador or his staff saying our critiques were unfair 
and demanding the right to publish something on the Brookings 
website rebutting our analysis. Each time one of our experts stated 
that Hungary was moving away from democracy, its embassy offi-
cials would deny the charge and demand the right of rebuttal. 

The Hungarians were remarkably persistent in asking for some-
thing we would never grant, and they seemed to think that if they 
repeated their protestations long enough regarding our criticism of 
their illiberalism, nobody would think they were undemocratic.51 It 
was an unwarranted stance on their part, but their officials were 
quite vocal in expressing their unhappiness with our characteriza-
tions of their political system. 

Throughout all these skirmishes over money, impeachment, 
media coverage, and geopolitics, it was clear that both America and 
the world in general were changing in ominous ways. As someone 
who had been an academic for forty years, I could see the ways in 
which personal risks were rising and that the political vicissitudes 
facing civil society were intensifying. Day- to- day life in a think tank 
as well as in universities was becoming a powder keg that could go 
off at any time. Changes in the media ecosystem were increasing the 
risks, and the political challenges associated with money, ultrana-
tionalism, and authoritarianism were rising. There were many days 
over the last decade when I was terrified regarding the numerous 
things that could go wrong for Brookings, me, and the country.
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Personal Investigations

Political attacks can come from a variety of different sources as 
there is widespread resentment against the power of the capitol city. 
Everyone can cite examples of politicians who ran against the cap-
itol city and then got “Potomac fever” and never left. They become 
lobbyists, behind the scenes power brokers, or influence peddlers 
who put their names at the service of major economic or political 
interests. 

At the same time, there is a widespread perception that D.C. 
residents are unrepresentative and self- interested. While elites in 
the capitol city have flourished, many people in the rest of the coun-
try have not done well economically. Most workers have not seen 
a meaningful improvement in their livelihoods since the 1980s. 
Public policy has tilted in favor of corporate interests and wealthy in-
dividuals, with tax cuts going to the rich while the costs of education, 
health care, and housing have soared. 

There are many reasons for these trends, but a number of indi-
viduals from outside D.C. see the leaders there as not having served 
the national interest. That viewpoint has generated considerable 
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public resentment and anger, and made news reporters, media com-
mentators, think tank experts, and thought leaders inviting targets 
for political leaders who play on citizen mistrust and resentment. 

Deep State

Trump capitalized on negative perceptions about the capitol city 
by characterizing opponents as members of a secretive, deep state. 
Rather than trying to bring people together to deal with failed trade 
policies and the loss of economic opportunity, he divided people 
from one another, castigated his critics, and labeled opponents as 
corrupt and dishonest. He questioned people’s motives and sought 
to undermine dissident voices. He used the bully pulpit of the presi-
dency to discourage anyone from speaking out against him.

Sharp criticisms from him were especially pronounced during 
his presidency, which made it a particularly risky time in D.C. The 
New York billionaire had won the presidency by telling the coun-
try that East Coast elites were not trustworthy. According to him, 
those individuals had lined their own pockets at the expense of ev-
eryone else. They had negotiated trade deals that shipped jobs first 
to Mexico and then to China and elsewhere in Asia. Privileged elites 
had opened borders that brought immigrants who competed with 
Americans for many jobs. In his eyes, they were responsible for the 
weak economic opportunities in middle America. 

Trump challenged the loyalty of national officials and accused 
them of being unpatriotic Americans. Ditto for the intelligence com-
munity, technical experts, and inspectors general, whose jobs were 
to make sure federal money was being well spent and policies fol-
lowed. When they issued critical reports, it wasn’t because their 
conclusions were based on the facts but because the analysts hated 
Trump and would do everything in their power to tear him down.

In press briefings, Trump showed open disdain for reporters 
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from many mainstream news organizations and incited his support-
ers to believe the press was completely unfair and totally against 
him. He singled out individual reporters for snide comments, such 
as “you are fake” and “you work for a fake organization.” Any re-
porter who deigned to ask a critical question or wrote in a skeptical 
vein became a target of the president’s wrath. Since Trump thought 
he was doing a spectacular job, his anger grew to include many of 
the people who worked in D.C. 

His strategy represented a powerful way to delegitimize the 
media sector whose major task was to hold leaders accountable. As 
argued by writer and broadcaster Marvin Kalb, if the press was seen 
as the “enemy of the people,” no one would take their criticisms seri-
ously.1 Rather than believing reporters were making sincere efforts 
to question his statements, journalists were increasingly seen as 
partisan players, which negated their ability to question leadership 
decisions and hold leaders accountable.

Confronting Higher Education

Educational institutions are under attack as well. The U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice under Trump investigated a number of universities 
for what it said was a failure to disclose financial support from for-
eign sources. Most schools garnered a considerable amount of non- -
U.S. funding so the federal probes created quite a chill. University 
officials worried the worsening political environment would harm 
academic exchanges and international cooperation. 

A West Virginia University professor was charged with hiding 
his work with China’s Thousand Talents Plan while he was on sab-
batical. The Plan is a Chinese government initiative that recruits 
researchers to work on research projects with Chinese academics. 
The U.S. Department of Justice has targeted those projects as part 
of its “China Initiative” against foreign espionage. The attorney who 
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investigated the case defended this prosecution saying, “We’re not 
attacking universities. These things are often very sophisticated, 
without university knowledge or other industry knowledge.”2

However, lawyers defending academic clients complained that 
government rules were unclear. “If you’re a scientist, you are not 
probably that much into paperwork and you don’t really fully under-
stand the rules. You’re doing your best to disclose, but you didn’t get 
training from universities or federal agencies, you get very limited 
training, and you’re doing your best to comply,” noted attorney Cath-
erine Pan- Giordano. 

Attorneys for a Harvard professor, Charles Lieber, arrested for 
hiding Chinese funding, filed a breach of contract lawsuit against 
the university. The complaint argued, “Harvard acted solely in its 
own self- interest by turning its back on a dedicated faculty member.” 
Although the university accepted $10 million in Chinese research 
money that Charles Lieber brought in, his lawyers said the university 
“left Professor Lieber in the lurch seeking to distance itself from him 
through denial of his advancement and indemnification requests.”3 

A University of Tennessee engineering professor was indicted 
for not revealing a part- time position with the Beijing University of 
Technology. Federal government grant applications now require in-
formation on foreign employment, and prosecutors alleged that the 
faculty member had not done that. However, a jury failed to convict 
him after the instructor provided evidence that on several occasions 
he had notified the university of his Chinese employment, in writing.4

Political pressures also intensified through probes of American 
universities that set up Confucius Institutes promoting Chinese lan-
guage and culture.5 A number of places, such as Duke University, 
Indiana University, the University of Chicago, and the University 
of Maryland, among others, opened such programs, which were fi-
nanced by gifts of more than $250,000 from the Chinese Ministry 
of Education. They supported language instruction and courses on 
Chinese history and culture. At their peak, dozens of American uni-
versities hosted Confucius Institutes.6 
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But over the last few years, these institutes have come under 
attack due to the connection with the Chinese government. Critics 
challenged China’s poor human rights record, lack of respect for ac-
ademic freedom, and surveillance of Chinese students, and said uni-
versities should not be cooperating with China. To put force into that 
edict, Congress in 2019 enacted a law to the effect that universities 
could not have funding both from the U.S. Department of Defense 
and for Confucius Institutes. After that, most American universities 
closed their institutes for fear of jeopardizing their military support.7

Federal Investigations

If legislation did not get universities’ attention, the U.S. Department 
of Education under Trump surely did when it launched investiga-
tions into higher education’s disclosure compliance. In letters to 
Georgetown University, Texas A&M University, and many other 
leading  institutions, the agency requested years of data regarding 
foreign gifts to see if these schools were disclosing support raised 
from abroad.8 

When the results were released two weeks before the 2020 elec-
tion, the department proclaimed in big, bold headlines that univer-
sities were guilty of “vast underreporting of foreign gifts.” It cited 
schools that had not reported over $6.5 billion in contributions 
from China, Qatar, Russia, Saudi Arabia, and United Arab Emir-
ates, among others. In promoting its report, Secretary Betsy DeVos 
warned that “the threat of improper foreign influence in higher ed-
ucation is real. Our action today ensures that America’s students, 
educators, and taxpayers can follow the money.”9 

Having an open educational system has always been seen as a 
valuable strength of higher education. In the contentious contem-
porary environment, though, professors and universities are being 
attacked for activities that had previously been encouraged. Just a 
few years earlier, universities wanted faculty to work with foreign 
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schools and seek external funding from foreign sources. It was part 
of the university globalization that many educational leaders openly 
espoused.10

But in the new political environment, anything connected with 
China or certain other nations was viewed with suspicion. Even co-
authoring scientific articles with Chinese researchers was coming 
under attack. A Hoover Institution report from Stanford University 
complained about U.S. publications with experts at seven Chinese 
universities and institutes, and suggested the American scientists 
involved in the writing were directly or indirectly aiding the Chinese 
military. Even though the U.S. academics had violated no laws, the 
report claimed that they were aiding the enemy.11 

As the United States increased its vigilance toward Chinese 
scholars operating in America, China pushed back hard. It felt that 
Americans were getting too tough on its experts. One of its leading 
media executives warned that American arrests of Chinese scien-
tists was “not good .  .  . [for the] safety of some U.S. nationals in 
China.”12 The clear implication was a coming tit for tat crackdown 
on U.S. experts.

Against this backdrop of rising tensions between the countries, 
some U.S. media outlets took a tough line on Chinese connections, 
even if they only involved jointly organized conferences. A right- wing 
news website called the Washington Free Beacon took this stance 
when it accused scholars at the Brookings Doha Center of spying 
for the Chinese government through a partnership with the Shang-
hai Academy of Social Sciences. In 2018, the Doha director had 
signed a formal agreement with the Chinese think tank to hold two 
public conferences on international relations between China and the 
Middle East. Although international convenings were common be-
tween universities and Chinese think tanks, the conservative outlet 
blasted out the provocative headline, “Brookings Institution Part-
nered with Shanghai Policy Center under Scrutiny for Spying.”13 

The article claimed that the Chinese organization was “a front for 
China’s intelligence and spy recruitment operations” and, in an effort 
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to damage Joe Biden’s presidential candidacy, noted that several of 
my colleagues were serving as informal advisers to his campaign. 
It was the ultimate “guilt- by- association” and a sign of the Joseph 
McCarthy–like atmosphere that was creeping into the D.C. scene. 
Making sure no one missed the insinuation, the reporter quoted 
a former adviser to the late defense secretary Donald Rumsfeld 
saying, “A lot of the think tanks are populated by former government 
officials who have inside information on how the government works, 
particular policies. They have connections to people who are still in 
the government, so they’re a wealth of potential information.”14

Private Investigators

For many years, law firms and political campaigns have employed 
private investigators to compile information on election opponents. 
The idea was that if you could find incriminating material on an 
opposition candidate that could be leaked to the press, it would 
help your candidacy and create serious problems for the opponent. 
There are numerous examples of politicians ruined by scandals that 
dashed their candidacies and destroyed their political futures.

Now these tools are being deployed against civil society leaders. 
If you are a business executive, a university administrator, a think 
tank expert, or a nonprofit leader, private investigators can look at 
your background, go through your garbage, interview those around 
you, and compile confidential data. There is a booming market for 
“data brokers” and “private spies” who purchase information from 
commercial enterprises regarding your income, expenditures, 
loans, homeownership, geolocation data, cable viewing habits, mag-
azine subscriptions, and social media profiles, among other things.

In the digital world, there also are surreptitious tools that can 
dive deep into your personal life. If you use wi- fi at a hotel, restau-
rant, or coffee shop, it is easy to intercept your communications and 
see your texts and emails. Off- the- shelf software enables even ama-
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teur sleuths to gain access to many of the things that appear on your 
computer screen. 

Furthermore, people posing as reporters, documentary filmmak-
ers, or security agents can entrap ordinary individuals into revealing 
private information, even though the person doesn’t realize those 
individuals are investigators who wish to harm particular subjects. 
It is a Wild West of information brokerage and personal entrapment 
that can lure unsuspecting victims into harm’s way.

In a book entitled Spooked, former New York Times investigative 
reporter Barry Meier reveals the widespread use of private investiga-
tors to sabotage opponents.15 Using the shadowy networks of former 
law enforcement and security specialists, there are firms that focus 
on intelligence- gathering and data collection, and he demonstrates 
through numerous cases how the explosion of digital information 
creates considerable risks for anyone defined as a target. In today’s 
world, few are safe from determined adversaries who want confiden-
tial material. 

When compromising information is uncovered, it is leaked to 
friendly reporters, who use this material to write scathing exposés 
on the targeted individual. Sheltering media sources through the 
cloak of anonymity, they use confidentially gained information to 
report on spending, lifestyles, private conversations, personal rela-
tionships, or social media proclivities. If you ever wrote a tweet that 
was profane, unpolitic, rude, or directed at a powerful opponent, it 
can be used against you. 

At other times, material is turned over to congressional or ex-
ecutive branch investigators to be used for partisan purposes. As 
national politics has polarized, government investigations have 
become more partisan in nature. Some congressional committee 
lawyers are people who use confidential information to attack those 
who have a point of view that differs from particular legislators. 
Without even being aware, you can get caught in partisan crossfires 
that damage your career.

This unholy alliance between private spies, journalists, and con-
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gressional investigators creates grave risks for thought leaders. The 
people who collect this information are sheltered by the cloak of 
press anonymity and committee investigations. Anonymous sources 
mean the object of the attack will likely have no idea who sabotaged 
them. The culprit can commit the ambush without the source’s iden-
tity ever being revealed, making it about as close to a perfect crime 
as can occur today. 

The most concrete way of protecting your civil liberties during 
illiberal times is having experienced and knowledgeable lawyers. 
Skilled attorneys can ward off attacks, limit investigations, chal-
lenge unfair tactics, question subpoenas, criticize prosecution tac-
tics, go public to the media, and guard against selective enforcement 
of the rules. In the worst- case scenario, it is crucial to have legal rep-
resentation that defends against partisan attacks, overly broad sub-
poenas, tainted investigations, or unfair prosecutions. The problem, 
however, is that not everyone can afford top- notch counsel, some of 
whom charge hundreds or thousands of dollars per hour. 

Challenging Activities

Georgetown parties used to be the most desired invitations in Wash-
ington, D.C. They were the place where the wealthy and powerful 
gathered to compare notes and curry favor with those in a position 
to offer political help. The stately homes with high ceilings and vin-
tage furniture provided a great setting for free- flowing conversation 
and power deals. 

But over the years, alternatives rose to take the place of George-
town gatherings. There were dinners sponsored by media outlets, 
corporations, or foundations that featured experts explaining cur-
rent controversies and how they should be addressed. And there 
were events Brookings held that brought together people from gov-
ernment, business, academia, and the nonprofit sector around im-
portant substantive topics.
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At these events, you had to be careful what you did or said. About 
a decade ago, Brookings was accused of misbehavior in an article 
that discussed how our scholars raised money from foreign govern-
ments and supposedly connected those officials to U.S. leaders. The 
story focused on Norway, alleged a scholar had facilitated meetings 
between officials in the two countries, and quoted lawyers who 
claimed this represented a violation of the Foreign Agents Registra-
tion Act.16

That legislation had been enacted just before World War II when 
there was concern about German- based Nazis influencing Ameri-
can policy, and as a result, legislators created disclosure require-
ments for representation of foreign governments. If you represented 
a foreign government, you had to register as a foreign agent (or as 
a lobbyist for a foreign entity) and publicly disclose information re-
garding those ties.

The article set off shock waves within the institution because the 
story appeared on the front pages of a leading national newspaper 
and had emails and accounts of personal meetings that the report-
ers believed buttressed their critique of our activities. Our lawyers 
rebutted the claims and argued that Brookings was an academic 
institution that did not lobby and was not in violation of the legal 
provisions.

But we took the allegation seriously and held a number of meet-
ings to revise our policies and institute protections designed to 
ensure that we stayed on the right side of the law as well as widely 
accepted ethical standards. As we had done for many years, Brook-
ings disclosed its donors and published an annual report that listed 
our trustees and donors, and what they gave. We also instituted man-
datory ethics training for employees so people understood the rules.

In addition, every fundraising proposal was reviewed by multiple 
lawyers, communications experts, and administrators in our execu-
tive office to make sure it conformed to institutional policies. Before 
any money could be raised, there were reviews to make sure we 
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were not engaging in lobbying, that scholars abided by our conflict 
of interest rules, and that our work was independent in nature. We 
took these commitments to heart and rejected any money that came 
with strings attached. We recognized the very credibility of our work 
depended on people’s trust and confidence in our research. 

In a polarized time, though, external critics were sometimes 
hard to satisfy. Trump supporters regularly attacked our scholars 
and research. They used ultraconservative websites or media out-
lets to condemn Brookings. One day, after a national outlet com-
plained about one of our scholars, a colleague mentioned the fact 
that she had just been denounced by a prominent news organiza-
tion. I commented that it was nothing new and that during the 2020 
campaign, our colleagues were getting denounced all the time by 
external forces. “What is a day without a denunciation?” another in-
dividual joked.

But the condemnations were not a laughing matter. The at-
tacks on knowledge sector experts and independent research were 
becoming a routine part of the political landscape. To reduce the 
fodder for external complaints, we made sure that the events we or-
ganized were consistent with the research our scholars were doing. 
We invited distinguished experts from universities, agencies, and 
nonprofit organizations to participate in our events to ensure that 
multiple points of view were represented. And in our writings, what 
we published went through a rigorous review process. Despite those 
efforts to safeguard our work, it remained quite challenging to oper-
ate within such a supercharged and highly polarized environment.

Anti- Semitism

The shifting geopolitics sometimes turned very ugly and exposed 
scholars to personal attacks. In his analysis of Eastern European au-
tocracies, Brookings expert Norm Eisen explains how authoritarian 
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rulers have a step- by- step approach of prosecuting professors, criti-
cizing opposition politicians, undermining journalists, and packing 
the courts with sycophantic judges. He later updated this with an 
analysis of risks for U.S. democracy.17 Academics who had previ-
ously been sheltered in the ivory tower are seeing growing dangers 
from their external involvements as the world of ideas is no longer 
insulated from domestic politics and international affairs.

Rather than applauding his support for democratic rules, con-
servatives cynically used Eisen’s playbook against him by saying 
that he was a liberal who was trying to orchestrate an Eastern Eu-
ropean–style coup against President Donald Trump. Appearing 
on the widely watched Fox News Tucker Carlson television show, 
Darren Beattie of the Revolver website accused Eisen of employing 
“an engineered contested election combined with mass mobiliza-
tion protests” to take down Trump, similar to the “color revolutions” 
that had unfolded in Ukraine, the Czech Republic, and elsewhere. 
Beattie cited my colleague’s analysis of Eastern European dictators 
to claim that Eisen was part of a liberal conspiracy to overthrow 
Trump. Beattie called him a “hatchet man” who was the “key archi-
tect to censor, sue, impeach, and overthrow the President.”18

Because these claims were made on a prime- time television show 
that attracted millions of viewers each night, there was an outpour-
ing of calls, online comments, and tweets attacking Eisen. Several 
individuals openly threatened him with bodily harm while others 
resorted to outright anti- Semitism. On the Revolver site following 
the article on Eisen, a person claimed “the coup against Trump was 
correctly labeled a ‘Jew coup’ by Rick Wiles of TruNews” and com-
plained that “every other media outlet is owned and controlled by 
filthy fucking Jews.” Other shocking comments criticized Eisen as 
“another Jew who hates the United States. Will people now realize 
that the Jews are not our friends and they are neck deep in funding 
every left wing progressive group in this country?”19 

These anti- Semitic pronouncements represented dramatic in-
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dications of the ugliness undergirding America during this highly 
polarized era. Scholars seeking to understand and analyze global 
developments could be whipsawed into public controversies and 
portrayed as un- American or security threats themselves. At a time 
where power swings quickly from liberal to conservative and back 
again, and each side has very different views regarding policy and 
political issues, the personal and professional dangers are high. 
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Social Shaming

In 2020, TechFreedom president Berin Szoka was forced to step 
down after he tweeted “serious question: could there possibly [be] 
any greater poetic justice in the universe than for Trump to die of 
the #CPACvirus?”1 For his inappropriate speculation, the technol-
ogy policy organization removed him from its leadership position. 

Journalist Wesley Lowery was rebuked by Washington Post exec-
utive editor Marty Baron for a tweet that described people at a D.C. 
book event as “decadent aristocrats.” The executive wrote Lowery 
an official reprimand that accused him of “failing to perform your 
job duties by engaging in conduct on social media that violates the 
Washington Post’s policy and damages our journalistic integrity. We 
need to see immediate cessation of [your] improper use of social 
media, outlined above. Failure to address this issue will result in 
increased disciplinary action, up to and including the termination of 
your employment.”2

Later, a memo from Baron to the paper’s staff expressed the ed-
itor’s concern about social media damaging journalistic integrity. 
“The Post is more than a collection of individuals who wish to ex-
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press themselves. The reputation of the Post must prevail over any 
one individual’s desire for expression,” he wrote.3 His admonition 
reflected the sentiment of an old- school executive troubled by the 
open and unfiltered expression emerging online among some of his 
younger writers.

Yet it also demonstrated a recognition of how social media can 
be a problematic venue. It is a “dual- use” technology that can be em-
ployed for good such as by promoting creative work to large numbers 
of people. But Twitter and Facebook can also be cesspools where 
vile commentary is prevalent, emotional reactions are typical, and 
the fury of the mob can descend quickly from either the Left or the 
Right. 

As noted by Sheera Frenkel and Cecilia Kang in their book, An 
Ugly Truth: Facebook’s Battle for Domination, social media connect 
the world, but they have also been “mishandling users’ data, spread-
ing fake news, and amplifying dangerous, polarizing hate speech.” 
The result has been “inflammatory rhetoric, conspiracy theories, 
and partisan filter bubbles.”4 In a similar vein, Anne Applebaum and 
Peter Pomerantsev complain that “our democratic habits have been 
killed off by an internet kleptocracy that profits from disinformation, 
polarization, and rage.”5 

Rise of Social Media

Twitter is an unforgiving place that trolls reporters, politicians, ce-
lebrities, and experts and unleashes emotional condemnations on 
targeted individuals. It is easy to incite a tsunami of online hatred— 
short phrases or sentences taken out of context can make someone 
look bad and encourage others to call for the person’s resignation. 

The interaction of social media platforms with political polariza-
tion and extremism means tweets are risky, and vilification can come 
quickly, widely, and intensely. With the limitation on the number of 
characters, Twitter encourages brevity, taking things out of context, 



Social Shaming 117

and instant reaction. Sometimes, when I am about to react to a head-
line on a news story, the platform now asks me whether I want to 
READ the article before I post a response. That is always a useful 
reminder that there may be more nuance in a posting than reflected 
by what others are saying about it. False impressions are easy to 
reach, and it is surprisingly common for people to misinterpret im-
portant developments. 

Misunderstandings are rampant on many different issues. In 
2019, there was a highly visible illustration of public venom when 
some young kids visiting from Coventry Catholic High School in 
Kentucky toured the Lincoln Memorial following a March for Life 
rally. With its expansive views of the Mall, not to mention its obvious 
historic interest, the spot was a popular gathering place for many 
groups. People went to visit the tourist site, express their political 
views, or engage in spirited protests.

As the young students stood on the steps of the Lincoln Memo-
rial, they encountered a Native American veteran, Nathan Phillips, 
who had attended an Indigenous peoples’ rally and was playing a 
drum. Some of the boys were wearing Trump’s “Make America 
Great Again” hats, and videos from the episode initially made it look 
like they were taunting the elderly man. 

When the video went viral, accompanied by a narrative of youth-
ful disrespect, the social media reaction was instantaneous. The 
young boys were portrayed as being disrespectful of Native Amer-
icans and denying Phillips his basic rights of political expression. 
They were condemned personally, and their high school apologized 
for their students’ poor behavior and launched an investigation with 
the threat of expelling them from school and thereby derailing their 
graduation and possible college plans. The entire episode was used 
to illustrate the point that young, conservative white men were rude 
and intolerant, and just one more example of how Trump was incit-
ing hatred in America.

However, as more videos came to light, there were important ad-
ditions to the narrative. Right before the young men had encountered 
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Phillips, they had been accosted by a group of young Black men who 
were adherents of a fringe organization known as Hebrew Israel-
ites. That group had shouted racist slurs at the Native Americans 
and directly confronted the Coventry youth. In an effort to deal with 
the racist chants, these young men had launched their own chant 
as a way to drown out the incendiary comments of the other group. 
Rather than disrespecting Phillips, as media accounts had initially 
suggested, they claimed they were trying to defuse a situation that 
had already escalated through the actions of others.6 

Feeling aggrieved by the news coverage, one of the involved stu-
dents, Nicholas Sandmann, filed a defamation lawsuit against out-
lets such as the Washington Post, CNN, the New York Times, CBS, 
and ABC, among others. He alleged that reporters had “targeted 
and bullied” him in an effort to “embarrass Trump.” In regard to 
the Washington Post, the lawsuit argued, “The Post ignored basic 
journalist standards because it wanted to advance its well- known 
and easily documented, biased agenda against President Donald 
J. Trump by impugning individuals perceived to be supporters of 
the President.” His attorneys suggested that the paper attacked the 
young man “because he was the white, Catholic student wearing 
a red ‘Make America Great Again’ souvenir cap.” After some legal 
hearings, the Post settled the case out of court with a “mutually 
agreeable resolution.”7

But the leader who took social media disparagement to new 
heights was clearly Trump. His “Twitter Presidency” drove news 
coverage, and until he was kicked off the platform, it gave him a 
personal tool with which to react instantly, condemn an opponent, 
or inflame the passions of his followers. The New York Times under-
took an extensive analysis of his 11,390 tweets in the first two years 
of his presidency and found that 50 percent had attacked opponents, 
20 percent had singled himself out for praise, and 10 percent had de-
manded action on issues of concern to him, notably on immigration 
and trade tariffs. The newspaper called Twitter “the broadcast net-
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work for Mr. Trump’s parallel political reality” and a way to convey 
alternative facts, conspiracy theories, and false information.8

After accumulating tens of millions of followers before he was de-
platformed for inciting violence, the former president used the social 
medium to dominate news coverage. His tweets were disseminated 
broadly and incorporated in legions of media stories. Even while 
they criticized him, reporters could not resist spreading his many 
statements and misleading comments. 

Online Vitriol

High- profile cases demonstrate how pervasive online confrontation 
has become and how easy it is to provoke strong reactions. Some-
times, casual comments or offhand tweets can land people in se-
rious jeopardy. They may say or do something online that others 
object to and suffer job losses or adverse consequences.

A young data scientist named David Shor discovered this first-
hand. Working for a company named Civis Analytics, Shor tweeted 
out an analysis by Princeton professor Omar Wasow, a well- 
respected scholar, regarding the electoral impact of violent versus 
nonviolent protest. Using Wasow’s data analysis, Shor argued that 
“Post- MLK- assassination race riots reduced Democratic vote share 
in surrounding counties by 2%, which was enough to tip the 1968 
election to Nixon. Non- violent protests ‘increase’ Dem vote, mainly 
by encouraging warm elite discourse and media coverage.”9 

In making this argument, Shor basically was saying Black Lives 
Matter protesters should heed the historic lesson of the 1960s and 
be aware that violent protests can generate voter backlashes that 
aid Republican candidates. In the aftermath of the George Floyd 
murder, he was seeking to present a respected Princeton scholar’s 
empirical data that he felt were relevant to contemporary debates 
over political protests.10 
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Shortly after sending this tweet, though, progressive activists 
sharply rebuked Shor. Ari Trujillo Wesler of OpenField, a left- 
leaning app- maker, criticized him, saying, “This take is tone deaf, 
removes responsibility for depressed turnout from the 68 party, 
and reeks of anti- blackness.” To make the point more emphatically, 
Wesler then contacted the chief executive officer of Shor’s company 
and tweeted “come get your boy.” The firm looked into the tweets 
and fired Shor. Contacted for his reaction, Shor said he had a non-
disclosure agreement that prohibited him from publicly discussing 
his job termination.11

Even prominent Harvard University professors faced consid-
erable risks in the contemporary environment. Professor Steven 
Pinker is a widely quoted author who has penned many books and 
articles. Yet 550 of his fellow linguists circulated a letter demanding 
that the Linguistics Society of America drop him as a distinguished 
fellow. They cited six tweets that he had posted over a six- year 
period and short phrases from his books. “Dr. Pinker has a history 
of speaking over genuine grievances and downplaying injustices, 
frequently by misrepresenting facts, and at the exact moments when 
Black and Brown people are mobilizing against systemic racism and 
for cruel changes,” the signers argued. They said Pinker’s use of 
phrases such as “urban crime” and “urban violence” represented 
racist codewords. The Harvard professor responded by criticizing 
his opponents as “speech police” and said they had “trolled through 
my writings to find offensive lines and adjectives.”12

Unrepresentative Nature

Twitter is a place filled with opinionated people who respond rap-
idly to perceived injustices and are quick to condemn others. Online 
vitriol is common and widespread. One analysis of social platforms 
found that between 25 and 40 percent of U.S. internet users “say 
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they have been harassed online” and that 57 percent of the abused 
are female.13 It often does not take much to become the object of 
heated attacks. Indeed, some activists use the platform as a strate-
gic weapon. After finding people who have engaged in objectionable 
behavior or rhetoric, they announce “Twitter, do your thing” and let 
a wave of public denunciations take the offender down.14

Online vilifying has been documented by the Anti- Defamation 
League. In a 2020 national survey, it found that “44% of Americans 
who responded to our survey said that they experienced online ha-
rassment.” This was especially the case among marginalized Amer-
icans. Researchers found that “LGBTQ+ individuals, Muslims, 
Hispanics or Latinos, and African- Americans faced especially high 
rates of identity- based discrimination.” A number indicated that they 
had also been victimized by stalking or physical threats.15

Abuses can happen from the Right or the Left because those who 
use Twitter and Facebook are unrepresentative of the general public. 
The former’s users comprised just 22 percent of the country and 
tended to be much younger, more liberal, and more educated than 
the rest of the country. According to a Pew Research Center survey, 
10 percent of tweeters generated 92 percent of the total tweets in the 
United States.16 

In a news article, Axios chief executive officer Jim VandeHei de-
scribed the problem this way: “Twitter is a mass- reality- distortion 
field for liberals and reporters. The group- think and liberal high- 
fiving [is] as bad as ever and continues to be a massive trap and 
distraction for journalists.” And Facebook is little better. He noted, 
“[It] is a mass- reality- distortion field for conservatives. Look at the 
content pages that get the most daily interaction (shares, likes, etc.) 
and it’s all right- wing catnip.” 

His bottom line was, “We’re losing the war for truth,” and social 
media platforms are a big part of the problem.17 Rumors circulated 
quickly before any fact- checking could take place. Misleading state-
ments would shape the public discourse even if they were based on 
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obvious falsehoods or were taken out of context. Twitter speeded 
up the decisionmaking process within many organizations, and that 
sometimes led to very bad outcomes.

Personal Attacks

At Brookings, our high- profile scholars were frequent targets for 
rude, racist, or sexist comments. Some complaints moved beyond 
general insults to specific death threats, accompanied by home ad-
dresses and names of family members; that is, the threatener con-
veyed specific knowledge regarding where people actually lived. It 
was a time of heightened emotions, and some external critics viewed 
our experts not just as influential adversaries but as enemies to be 
defeated, publicly shamed, or killed. 

My former colleague Susan Hennessey was on the receiving end 
of a critical tweet from conservative writer Mollie Hemingway, who 
was unhappy with that person’s assertion that Russians had sought 
to help Trump win the 2016 election. Hemingway wrote, “This 
person and many of her colleagues should be held accountable for 
perpetuating the Russia collusion hoax with the help of their friends, 
the implicated officials. Their false claims damaged the country. 
There needs to be a reckoning.” Susan responded by defending her 
analysis: “Mollie, there was no Russia collusion hoax. The IG [in-
spector general] found a properly predicated investigation. [Special 
Counsel] Mueller found a systematic plot by Russia to interfere in 
the US election, and that the president was aware of and sought to 
benefit from Russia’s assistance while lying to the public.”

When Susan was named to the national security division of the 
U.S. Department of Justice by President Joe Biden, opponents used 
her online exchanges to attack her. In a shocking turn, she became 
the object of a Wall Street Journal editorial entitled “A Dangerous 
Pick at Justice.” The unsigned editorial board missive accused her of 
spreading lies over Twitter about Trump’s Russia connections and 
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said she sought to delegitimize Trump’s 2016 presidential victory. 
It cited tweets, blog posts, and public commentary to buttress its 
case against her and said her appointment represented a sign that 
Biden and Attorney General Merrick Garland were moving away 
from “apolitical justice” and were shifting the department toward a 
dangerous partisanship.18 

It was shocking to read this all- out assault on her personal integ-
rity and expertise. When I had interviewed Susan for a job at Brook-
ings, she struck me as incredibly smart, articulate, and insightful. 
She had graduated from Harvard Law School and worked at the Na-
tional Security Administration. In everything she had done, she had 
impressed all the people she worked with from a variety of political 
persuasions. CNN hired her as an on- air national security expert, 
and I saw her on many occasions deliver incisive and fair- minded 
commentary on a wide range of topics. 

Yet this unsigned attack from one of the nation’s leading news-
papers revealed she had powerful opponents. I never found out 
who wrote the piece or how it was published in such a high- profile 
outlet. But it appeared to be part of a coordinated campaign against 
her when the editorial critique was quickly tweeted by Senator Jon 
Cornyn of Texas, a conservative leader who was friends with Presi-
dent Trump. The former president’s sympathizers were still smart-
ing over their 2020 defeat and rushed to smear anyone who had 
taken a principled stance against his administration. 

Scholar Ben Wittes was attacked on Twitter by Donald Trump 
Jr. after my colleague in the middle of the 2021 COVID pandemic 
tweeted an announcement regarding his own personal vaccination 
mandate policy, “I am with this tweet instituting my own vaccine 
mandate. I am not interacting with people any more whom I do not 
know to be vaccinated.” Upon hearing this, the president’s son an-
grily responded, saying, “No one gives a shit, but you win the Gold 
Medal for BS Twitter Virtue Signaling!”

I too became the object of indignant complaints, although not 
nearly in as visible a manner as my colleagues, who were on tele-
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vision all the time.19 Following my publication of a short piece de-
fending vote by mail procedures during the 2020 campaign, one 
man wrote me, “After reading your article claiming that unsolicited 
mail- in voting is party neutral, I had to fall on the floor laughing. 
Your claim is a lie and an absurdity, but then you are working for a 
leftist Democrat Party owned think tank that gets paid for publish-
ing such drivel. I wonder what it feels like to go to bed at night know-
ing that your professional life is dedicated to publishing utter lies. . . . 
You and THE PARTY perpetuate this corruption because long ago 
your intellectual and moral rot became complete and permanent.”

Another individual objected to a paper I wrote on why it is time 
to abolish the Electoral College. “It’s pathetic that an old white man 
in the final years of his life wants to all of a sudden change the very 
foundation of our GREAT country. Why?? To let New York and Cal-
ifornia decide our Country’s fate? I have no idea where you may 
reside or call home, I can only speculate that it is far, far away from 
the people you claim to represent,” he argued.

Still another person left me a personal voicemail on my office 
phone saying I was “a piece of shit” for my analysis and asking me 
to call him so we could discuss the situation. I did not return his call 
because it seemed a conversation where my major objective would 
be to convince him I was not a piece of shit was not likely to be very 
productive. 

After an op- ed I wrote complaining about COVID misinforma-
tion, someone else texted me this missive: “Newsflash, faggot— over 
half the country is refusing the vax. . . . You cannot force 100 million 
people to do anything at all. . . . The great news is that all you deep 
state boomer faggots will be dead soon of old age. Bye bye grandpa.”

At other times, government officials went after those who made 
fun of them. Congressman Devin Nunes, for example, sued Twit-
ter over two satirical sites @DevinCow and @DevinNunesMom, 
claiming they were defamatory in nature.20 When a federal judge 
dismissed the lawsuit on freedom of speech grounds, his supporters 
were able to get the Trump Justice Department to issue a subpoena 
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to Twitter so the legislator could see who had set up those accounts 
as well as another one known as @NunesAlt. This extraordinary 
use of federal investigative authority shocked both the social media 
firm and civil libertarians, who viewed the government subpoena 
as an unlawful abuse of legal tools. Twitter fought the request on 
grounds that it represented a federal overreach, and eventually the 
Justice Department withdrew the subpoena.21

That episode, though, demonstrated the lengths to which gov-
ernment departments could go to silence critics and intimidate 
opponents. It suggests the risky nature of the current contentious 
environment and how long- cherished freedoms are under threat 
from officials who want to limit freedom of expression. The per-
plexed operator of @NunesAlt plaintively asked “Why am I being 
sued by a US congressman? Why would the DOJ ever target me? Is 
it the mean tweets and bad memes?”22 

During calmer times, it generally took a lot more than humorous 
parodies to get pursued by the Department of Justice, but these were 
not usual times. Not only did Trump’s law enforcement department 
go after Twitter parody sites, the chief executive asked his Justice 
Department and the Federal Communications Commission to stop 
the NBC television show “Saturday Night Live” and other late night 
entertainment shows from teasing him. After SNL satirized him, 
he asked for action against the shows on grounds that “the 100% 
one- sided shows should be considered an illegal campaign contri-
bution from the Democratic Party” and represented a violation of 
“equal time” requirements (even though the latter were eliminated 
in 1987).23

Social media platforms are so influential that they have become 
a vehicle for foreign espionage. Saudi Arabia infiltrated the Twitter 
workforce with secret agents tasked with getting confidential infor-
mation about its critics. One of its agents employed at the firm was 
accused of “accessing thousands of user profiles without authori-
zation to pass their identifying information— including phone num-
bers and IP addresses— reportedly to Bader al- Asaker, the head of 
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Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman’s charity and private 
office.”24 Along with another individual, they regularly sent confiden-
tial information to the Saudis about dissidents who anonymously 
used Twitter and were paid over $300,000, according to a federal 
indictment.

Zooming

Lots of mischief takes place via Zoom calls. Due to the COVID pan-
demic, everyone was forced to endure hours of video conference calls 
every day. What at first seemed a great convenience soon became a 
dreaded platform for many people. Even worse, its widespread use 
created security and safety loopholes that enterprising miscreants 
quickly exploited. 

For example, a Financial Times reporter was suspended when he 
spied on internal calls from a competing news outlet, the Indepen-
dent. According to company investigations, Mark DiStefano secretly 
logged in to the staff briefings from a private account and listened to 
his rival’s conversations regarding staff furloughs and salary reduc-
tions via an audio feed. He then violated the organization’s confiden-
tiality by tweeting that secret news to his 100,000 followers, thereby 
stealing the thunder of the other newspaper. 

A check of the Zoom log data, however, revealed that the unau-
thorized account was registered to DiStefano’s FT email address. 
Christian Broughton, the editor of the Independent, put out a scath-
ing media statement saying, “We respect freedom of speech and 
understand the challenges of news gathering, but the Independent 
considers the presence of a third- party journalist in a staff briefing 
to be entirely inappropriate and an unwarranted intrusion into our 
employees’ privacy.”25 

Some video behaviors were much more egregious. Legal com-
mentator Jeffrey Toobin was terminated after he masturbated 
during a New Yorker staff call. “I believed I was not visible on Zoom. 
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I thought no one on the Zoom call could see me. I thought I had 
muted the Zoom video,” he explained. In what has to rank as the 
understatement of the year, he said it was an “embarrassingly stupid 
mistake.”26 

Even O. J. Simpson made fun at Toobin’s expense when he joked 
“Daaaaamn, Jeffrey Toobin. At least, Pee- wee Herman was in an X- 
rated movie theater” when he engaged in that behavior.27 Simpson 
clearly had a long memory concerning all the negative comments 
Toobin had expressed about him during his career as a prominent 
author and TV talking head. Others, however, defended Toobin on 
grounds that his behavior was private and hurt no one. “I don’t like 
Twitter mobs, and I don’t like bullies from the left or the right taking 
part in cancel culture,” argued writer Jonathan Alter.28 

Private group chats could be made public as well and can create 
trouble for the participants. In the midst of severe winter weather 
that paralyzed Texas power plants in 2021, Senator Ted Cruz and 
his wife Heidi generated an intense backlash when they left the state 
for a sunny Cancun vacation. At first, he blamed the trip on his two 
young daughters, saying it was their idea to avoid the frosty home-
town temperatures without heat or electricity. But then someone 
leaked to the news media a confidential group chat with her neigh-
bors and friends that showed Heidi complaining about the “FREEZ-
ING” temperatures in Texas and extolling the low rates at the glitzy 
Ritz- Carlton hotel in the Mexican resort.29 

Social and conventional news media sites went wild over the em-
barrassing disclosures while comedians had a field day making fun 
of Senator Cruz’s tone- deaf behavior. The Texan was not well liked 
by his political colleagues and thus provided an inviting target for 
others upset over his stunts and opportunistic behavior. 
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Being Vigilant

Through all these digital episodes, people had to be very vigilant 
about a wide range of online behaviors as the risky nature of Twitter, 
Facebook, Zoom, and other platforms reflect the changing charac-
ter of mass communications. The proliferation of social media sites, 
video calls, tweets, and daily newsletters speeded up the news cycle 
and encouraged personalistic coverage. Established organs such as 
Politico report the latest information (Politico in its Playbook news-
letter). Reaching several hundred thousand readers, Playbook is one 
of the Beltway’s top outlets for summarizing the leading stories of 
the day and keeping influential people up to date on the latest de-
velopments. Mike Allen’s Axios AM and Axios PM newsletters and 
Punchbowl News perform the same function and are widely read 
around the country.

One of Playbook’s more popular features is stories that track the 
comings and goings of prominent Washingtonians. For example, if 
you saw a senator in an airport, you can email the information to 
one of the newsletters to let others know that the individual was 
flying from D.C. to Atlanta and was sitting either in coach or in busi-
ness class. People loved it when prominent government officials flew 
business class because it reinforced the public stereotype that they 
were entitled elites. 

Pictures were even better. Once when Democratic senator Ron 
Wyden of Oregon was seen going to an airplane restroom with no 
shoes (considered gauche and unsanitary), a fellow traveler dutifully 
transmitted that nugget to Politico, which published it in the Play-
book. The same thing happened to Senator Joe Manchin when he 
would go grocery shopping at the Waterfront Safeway. It was one 
of the reasons that it was useful not to be famous in D.C. The more 
prominent you were, the greater the odds of a random passerby re-
porting your idiosyncratic personal behavior to the press and trying 
to make you look silly.
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It was a political era where firestorms could rage online over fic-
tional depictions. For example, corporate donors reaped consider-
able criticism regarding financial support for a New York City Public 
Theater production of Julius Caesar that made a deranged Donald 
Trump the lead character. Conservative news sites had a field day 
complaining about the production’s political message, and one au-
dience member who attended the play was interviewed saying, “I 
didn’t like that they made this person who looks like Trump get 
assassinated.” 

Artistic director Oscar Eustis defended the play on artistic 
grounds by arguing, “When we hold the mirror up to nature, often 
what we reveal are disturbing, upsettling, provoking things, Thank 
God, that’s our job.” Donald Trump Jr. raised questions about the 
play when he tweeted “I wonder how much of this ‘art’ is funded 
by taxpayers? Serious question, when does ‘art’ become political 
speech & does that change things?”30 Faced with high- level pressure 
from the Trump family, some of the corporate donors pulled their 
funding from the theatrical production. Critics were momentarily 
mollified by this capitulation; sometimes, all it took was a conces-
sion like that to quiet the circling mob. 

Risks of Rapid- Response Decisions

Within every organization, there are people who want a fast decision, 
prefer to rush through internal processes, or think “rapid response” 
is always the best way to proceed. Indeed, fast responses have 
become a common mantra in D.C. ever since presidential candidate 
Michael Dukakis erred in not responding to George Herbert Walker 
Bush’s campaign attacks in 1988 and John Kerry let negative percep-
tions about his Vietnam War record go unanswered during August 
of the 2004 presidential campaign. The idea is that in a fast- moving 
political world, it is crucial to answer attacks, respond quickly, and 
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make rapid decisions in order to prevent negative perceptions from 
turning public opinion against you or your organization.

In the social media world, the impetus to respond quickly is 
quite intense. Those skilled at crisis communications measure time 
in minutes or seconds, not hours or days. Tweets or online stories 
can be picked up fast and spread around the globe almost instantly 
so decisionmakers are under enormous pressure to react immedi-
ately before deep and immutable damage is incurred. Failure to re-
spond rapidly is considered a cardinal sin by contemporary crisis 
managers.

Indeed, fast reactions have been internalized within many orga-
nizations. As noted by Adam Steinbaugh of the Foundation for In-
dividual Rights in Education, “Administrations are conflict- averse. 
It doesn’t really matter who is bringing up the complaints, they are 
eager to protect the reputation of the institution, protect the budget 
and avoid conflict.”31

But this tendency creates unfortunate incentives for administra-
tors because speed is often elevated over thoughtfulness or fairness. 
Many of the examples of unreasonable or imprudent decisions I wit-
nessed in D.C. and elsewhere arose because of excessive speed that 
drove out reasoned responses. Sometimes, it is better to be deliber-
ate and consult broadly than to make a quick decision that turns out 
to be wrong or to have unfair consequences for other people. The old 
adage of “speed kills” is a useful reminder to slow down when neces-
sary and consider the ramifications of particular decisions. Instant 
decisionmaking during an era of social media is not always a wise 
process and can lead to gross unfairness and inequities. 
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Culture Wars 

Observers used to describe the United States as a “melting pot” 
where people of diverse backgrounds came together, set aside their 
racial, ethnic, gender, and geographic differences, and saw one an-
other as people united in a common purpose and identity. Of course, 
beneath the veneer, there were “subcultures” that flourished, and 
people were able to maintain particular identities. But a common 
interpretation decades ago was the unusual ability of Americans 
to overcome their demographic differences and work effectively 
together.1

Today, that vision seems completely outmoded. Many people 
don’t want to melt and are eager to maintain their particular iden-
tities. They define themselves based on their backgrounds and life 
experiences, and they celebrate their distinctiveness from other in-
dividuals. As noted by Walter Benn Michaels, rather than coming 
together under a common rubric, they want their uniqueness to be 
acknowledged, and they want protection from those who don’t re-
spect their backgrounds.2

In this atmosphere, culture battles emerge over whose values 
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should be appreciated, whose histories matter, and how to handle 
differences that emerge related to race, ethnicity, gender, age, reli-
gion, and personal lifestyle. Pitched arguments have unfolded over 
hot button issues ranging from wokism and cancel culture to mi-
croaggressions and critical race theory. People use these subjects 
to fight over cultural identity, organizational practices, and public 
policy. It is a period that inflames people of many different perspec-
tives as the country struggles with the notion of what it means to 
be an American and how both contemporary as well as historical 
experiences should be handled. 

Wedge Issues

In the current period, generational politics represent one of the 
cleavage points that percolate throughout the country. Despite legal 
prohibitions against age discrimination, the pejorative term “OK, 
Boomer” has become a common retort from Gen X and Zers frus-
trated at senior citizens in the workplace. In a critical book about 
the older generation, writer Helen Andrews complained that “the 
boomers, by clogging up the career pipeline, have refused to get off 
the stage. . . . Hopefully, the boomers will make a graceful exit and 
we can start seeing that soon, but if that doesn’t work, then we are 
monumentally screwed.”3

The polarized atmosphere created culture wars within many or-
ganizations and the country as a whole. People brought very different 
perspectives into the workplace, and administrators were forced to 
mediate a wide range of disputes. Some involved traditional issues, 
such as workload and job responsibilities, while in other cases dis-
agreements arose based on personal background, life experiences, 
or governance questions. 

Former president Trump and the people in his orbit complicated 
people’s ability to address these differences. By being so open in his 
disdain for progressive young people, career- minded women, immi-
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grants, and people of color, he poured fuel on divisions that existed 
within many places. He crystallized what was wrong with American 
society, yet made it difficult for those who opposed his views to get 
public and private organizations to resolve those issues. 

During his presidency, we regularly dealt with the fallout from his 
rude statements, insensitive remarks, and wrong- headed policies. 
He would do something outrageous and dominate the public con-
versations. He would make people angry and lead them to demand 
clearcut actions that would confront him. He pushed many people to 
contest all the crazy things he was saying and doing.

In so doing, Trump followed a “wedge” strategy designed to 
divide liberals from moderates and drive opponents in a more ex-
treme direction so that it would be easier to attack them for being 
out of the mainstream. He loved to characterize liberals as social-
ists and have opponents spend time arguing among themselves over 
how to respond to him as opposed to fighting the ultranationalist 
and noninclusive forces that were gaining power in middle America. 

As various issues came up, we spent a lot of time debating pos-
sible remedies and how our experts should deal with Trump’s ini-
tiatives. How should we respond to societal injustices, and should 
we move beyond research into more impactful actions? Opponents 
were organizing an all- out assault on American democracy and 
Republicans were using their party control of state legislatures in 
order to limit voting rights and they were utilizing the super- majority 
requirements of the U.S. Senate to stymie needed policy and polit-
ical reforms. These individuals were quite unified, focused, and in-
tentional in their strategy, while many moderates and progressives 
were disorganized, fragmented, and divided. 

It was a classic “divide and conquer” approach that has often 
proven to be quite effective. Large groups get beaten by small en-
tities that ruthlessly execute a highly targeted vision. There were 
many historic examples of small, unified forces winning surprising 
victories over larger but fractious majorities.

Few of our internal arguments were easy to resolve as people felt 
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intensely about the rightness of their own positions.4 As was true in 
many nonprofit organizations, we had a four- generation workforce 
in which twenty- two- year- olds were working side- by- side with those 
in their seventies and eighties, and it was not always easy to recon-
cile the differing expectations and viewpoints of these age groups.5 

Yet, with the differing values and sensitivities of the various 
age groups, the atmosphere sometimes makes for tense dynamics. 
Public opinion surveys show that age matters a lot in individual 
viewpoints. As an illustration, young people are far more liberal in 
their political views than older people, and they are quite energetic in 
expressing their viewpoints.6 One Pew Research Center poll found 
that 70 percent of Gen- Zers and 64 percent of millennials thought 
government should do more to solve problems, compared to only 49 
percent of baby boomers and 39 percent of the silent generation.7 

These differences popped up in all sorts of ways in our research, 
events, and individual interactions. I saw evidence of this with one 
of my colleagues who worked alongside young staffers. Over lunch 
with me one day, he raised the challenges of working in a multi-
generational workplace. He noted that one of our colleagues was an 
impressive dresser and he wanted to tell her that “you look really 
good today,” but he held himself back for fear his comment would 
be misconstrued as sexual harassment. He noted that MSNBC tele-
vision anchor Chris Matthews had lost his job after complimenting 
a woman on her looks and making other statements. After this per-
son’s years of service, he didn’t want to suffer the same fate.8 

I told him it was a good idea to keep his mouth shut. After teach-
ing at Brown University and working at Brookings for many years, I 
was keenly aware of generational and gender- based sensitivities. At 
the university, the faculty received anonymous course evaluations at 
the end of every semester, and it was always instructive to see how 
young people interpreted classroom comments. Offhand political 
statements I and others made in class were sometimes seen as ev-
idence of deeply rooted ideological opinions or firm judgments that 
differed quite substantially from what was actually intended. From 
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my own course evaluations and those of my colleagues, I learned 
that college students could draw broad conclusions about profes-
sors based on rather superficial evidence. That made me wary about 
what I said in the classroom for fear my statements might be misin-
terpreted or misconstrued. 

Safetyism, Wokism, and Cancel Culture

Differing generational experiences take place in various ways 
within organizations. For example, columnist Bari Weiss explained 
the generational battle unfolding within her own news organization 
around “safetyism.” She noted that “the civil war inside the New 
York Times between the (mostly young) woke [and] the (mostly 40+) 
liberals is the same one raging inside other publications and compa-
nies across the country. The Old Guard lives by a set of principles we 
can broadly call civil libertarianism. They assumed they shared that 
worldview with the young people they hired who called themselves 
liberals and progressives. But it was an incorrect assumption. The 
New Guard has a different worldview, one articulated best by Jon 
Haidt and Greg Lukianoff. They call it ‘safetyism,’ in which the right 
of people to feel emotionally and psychologically safe trumps what 
were previously considered core liberal values, like free speech.”9

Years earlier, I had been in on the ground floor of the debate over 
tolerance, and political correctness had been launched at Brown 
University in the late 1980s by an enterprising student named Jeff 
Shesol. He later became a speechwriter for Bill Clinton and a noted 
author, but at Brown, he had gained acclaim by creating a popular 
cartoon series featuring “Mr. PC Man,” a character who bent over 
backward to be sensitive to disenfranchised people’s concerns. 
Through a series of cartoons, Shesol poked fun at the prevailing 
liberal atmosphere at Brown and gently suggested that things might 
have gone too far in that direction. He later syndicated a national 
comic strip called “Thatch,” which touched on political themes.
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Yet his humorous comics did little to slow Brown’s movement 
toward inclusivity and multiculturalism. Long before it was popu-
lar elsewhere, the university inaugurated policies featuring “trig-
ger warnings” and “safe spaces.” These were educational practices 
designed to warn students about controversial content and shield 
them from objectionable ideas. Trigger warnings let students know 
in advance when classroom materials might raise contentious or 
sensitive material and allowed students to skip those classes if they 
thought the sessions would provoke too much emotional stress. 
Safe spaces referred to meetings or groups where disenfranchised 
groups would be protected from the dominant white male culture 
and could share their experiences or express their frustrations with-
out fear of confrontation.

New York Times columnist David Brooks condemned these kinds 
of perspectives when he complained about parents who sheltered 
their children from discomfort. Citing schools that banned dodge 
ball on grounds that it made young people feel bad, he intoned “it’s 
been a disaster. This overprotective impulse doesn’t shelter people 
from fear; it makes them unprepared to deal with the fear that inev-
itably comes.” He called for training young people “to master hard-
ship [and] to endure suffering” and said developing tenacity should 
be everyone’s goal.10 

However, I felt his critique gave short shrift to the genuine strug-
gles of many young people. Based on my experiences at Brown, 
there were many Ivy League students who came from nonprivileged 
backgrounds and were forced by economic circumstances to work 
their way through college. They were not entitled brats, as conserva-
tives loved to portray them, but hardworking and highly motivated 
students who went on to do amazing things. They handled adversity 
quite well and overcame many disadvantages in their lives.

Another aspect of current life in nonprofit organizations is the 
tendency of some young people to talk about being “woke,” that is, 
having a high level of awareness about power relationships and lib-
eral virtues. Writing in the New York Times, author Damon Young 
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described woke as “to recognize and reject the damage power in-
flicts on the most vulnerable.” Even Young, though, recognized the 
humor of the term. “If a stranger at a dinner party is introduced— or 
introduces himself— as woke, I know that I’ll need some whiskey 
before talking to him.”11 

People argued vehemently over what wokeness entailed and how 
it played in middle America. For example, writer Thomas Edsall 
asked the provocative question “is wokeness ‘kryptonite for Dem-
ocrats?’” Looking at public opinion polls, he showed the country 
sharply divided along racial, gender, and age lines. This tended to be 
the case on issues such as defunding the police, transgender issues, 
cancel culture, and university life.12 People had very different view-
points depending on their personal perspectives and experiences, 
and Edsall worried that an undue focus on cultural issues would be 
political suicide for Democrats. 

In the woke world, young women had special language for com-
plaining about men. One of their favorites was “mansplaining.” Ac-
cording to the Oxford Dictionary, it referred to “the explanation of 
something by a man, typically to a woman, in a manner regarded 
as condescending or patronizing.”13 This practice took place when 
men assumed they knew more than women, when they talked over 
women seeking to explain something in their own area of expertise, 
or when men tried to sound authoritative about topics on which they 
knew nothing. My first wife insightfully referred to this tendency as 
“male answer” syndrome where men liked to answer questions even 
when they didn’t actually know the answer.

In a related manner, there are complaints about “cultural ap-
propriation” by powerful individuals, which occurs when someone 
from the dominant culture refers to or adopts an image, experience, 
music, or fashion from a less powerful culture. Those from the latter 
grouping object to these kinds of actions because they lift the expe-
rience from the context in which it occurred and miss the discrimi-
nation, racism, or domination that generated the activity. 

Over the years, conservatives and free speech advocates upped 
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the volume about the danger of muting voices. Wichita State Univer-
sity Tech invited Ivanka Trump to be its graduation speaker, yet it 
withdrew the invitation after faculty, students, and staff complained 
about the administration’s poor handling of the George Floyd 
murder. Rather than calming the national mood, President Trump 
had poured gasoline on that murder and angered people of many 
persuasions. In response, Ivanka criticized the decision and said, 
“Our nation’s campuses should be bastions of free speech. Cancel 
culture and viewpoint discrimination are antithetical to academia. 
Listening to one another is important now more than ever!”14

Those arguments were in line with views expressed by other 
leading Republicans. At a time when universities, think tanks, and 
nonprofits were moving toward more inclusive workspaces and con-
fronting social inequities, GOP leaders attacked the very premise of 
those efforts. J. D. Vance, who had written a best- selling book about 
his Appalachian background and was running as a Republican for 
an Ohio Senate seat, made the case very clearly. In complaining 
about culture wars, he blamed progressive political forces for the 
societal discontent. “The left isn’t just criticizing our country, it’s 
not just making us ashamed of where we come from, it’s trying to 
take our very sense of national pride and national purpose, away 
from us.” Continuing, he argued, “It’s not about correcting systemic 
racism or systemic wrong. It’s about making us easier to control. It’s 
about making us ashamed of where we come from.”15

As part of our institutional discussions, we had detailed discus-
sions over racism, sexism, and hostile work environments. In think-
ing about cultural issues, my Brookings colleague Jonathan Rauch 
worried about the possible ramifications of cancel culture for aca-
demic freedom and free speech. Interviewed by Reason magazine, 
he expressed uncertainty about the possible repression of open 
inquiry and signed a letter in Harper’s warning that “the free ex-
change of information and ideas, the lifeblood of a liberal society, 
is daily becoming more constricted.”16 He cited a Cato Institute na-
tional survey that found “62% of Americans say they have political 
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views they’re afraid to share” and “32% worry their political views 
could harm their employment.”17

In another interview, he warned against the spread of emotional 
safetyism and the desire to protect people from ideas that make 
them uncomfortable. In his view, such a mentality leads to intel-
lectual conformity and, when advanced to an extreme degree, job 
terminations or social shaming for the offending party. “It’s about 
organizing or manipulating a social environment or a media envi-
ronment with a goal or predictable effect of isolating, deplatforming, 
or intimidating an ideological opponent. It’s about shaping the bat-
tlefield. It’s about making an idea or a person socially radioactive,” 
he argued.18 

Rauch traced the rise of this viewpoint back to the early 1980s 
when employers and universities implemented a standard known as 
the “hostile workplace environment” to oversee speech as well as 
personal conduct. “If you have to have safe environments, then you 
have to proactively scrub the environment of microaggressions, of-
fensive and bigoted statements, and anything else that might cause 
the environment to become unsafe. That’s a doctrine, which has, 
even conceptually, no conceivable limits,” he noted.

But others within the Brookings Institution did not agree with 
this perspective. They wanted to keep employees safe and avoid sit-
uations that made staff members feel uncomfortable. Understand-
ing the sensitivities of those who came from different backgrounds 
was part of the institutional ethos and employees were asked to re-
spect the Brookings commitment to the human values of inclusion 
and diversity, and to ensure that employees operated within a safe 
atmosphere.

In general, the American public sided with those who felt that 
“canceling” someone for something they said was reasonable. 
When asked by the Pew Research Center how they assessed calling 
people out for what they said, 58 percent believed it was holding 
them accountable for their actions, while only 38 percent thought 
it was punishing people who didn’t deserve it. Republicans (56 per-
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cent), though, were nearly three times as likely to think it was unfair 
compared to Democrats (22 percent).19 

Yet that issue would unfold provocatively on various kinds of sub-
jects. Variations on the themes of how people should deal with one 
another, what procedural and substantive rights individuals with 
alternative perspectives had, and how much protection Brookings 
should offer would sprout in many ways. It would challenge our 
ability to bring people together, confront external forces, and define 
principles and priorities. 

Microbehaviors

With all the attention being paid to workplace dynamics, Brookings 
instituted “microbehaviors” training for scholars and staff mem-
bers. The goal was to sensitize employees to the myriad ways that 
personal interactions could be seen negatively by other individuals. 
This included things such as mispronouncing names, interrupt-
ing others, rolling your eyes when other people speak, inequitable 
power dynamics, preferential treatment for individuals you like, un-
derstanding race and class differences, and not paying attention to 
less powerful staff members.

Some writers were not persuaded that these were useful pro-
grams. For example, David Brooks of the New York Times wrote a 
column ridiculing these training programs. He argued they didn’t 
change behavior but rather reinforced existing stereotypes, failed to 
reduce discrimination, made white employees resentful, and pres-
sured people to “think a certain way.”20 

But there were lots of ways such behaviors were problematic. 
Some men loved to discuss sports even though that excluded some 
women from the conversation. More powerful people interrupted 
statements by less powerful individuals and didn’t take their com-
ments very seriously. A few liked to tell “inside jokes” that revealed 
their influence but did not include others in the dialogue. And there 



Culture Wars 141

were many ways that power distorted personal relations and cre-
ated unhealthy workplace dynamics. The list could go on but the 
common theme was needing to have a workplace that was warm 
and welcoming, and open to those from a variety of backgrounds. 

Gender Inequities

In the 1970s, Nixon’s secretary of state, Henry Kissinger, liked to 
joke that “power is the ultimate aphrodisiac” to explain why he was 
able to date beautiful Hollywood stars despite having rather pedes-
trian looks.21 According to him, being powerful put him in networks 
of influential people and attracted those (including models and ac-
tresses) who wanted to be associated with political power.

At that time, such behavior was not at all unusual. It was common 
to see powerful older men accompanied by beautiful, young com-
panions. The men typically saw this as a perk of power and a sign 
of their personal magnetism. If you had power, it was completely 
acceptable to show it off for the entire world to see.

But fifty years later, the world has changed considerably. Dating 
intertwined with power is now seen as a sign of abusive men mis-
using their privileged positions. Being in a situation of unequal in-
fluence inherently creates unsavory dynamics and puts women in 
settings where their consent is compromised. After all, how can 
there be meaningful consent when a man has nearly all the influ-
ence in a relationship? 

Figuring out how to navigate gender relationships would become 
a big part of my administrative responsibilities. Over the years, I me-
diated disputes between men and women in the workplace, sought 
to bring people along the path to greater inclusivity, and sometimes 
encountered risky situations that posed considerable challenges 
for all involved. It would take tremendous persistence to move the 
Brookings Institution toward a more inclusive direction and reach 
fair and equitable decisions regarding contentious issues. 
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Recent years have seen numerous examples of men abusing their 
positions. Representative Anthony Weiner went to prison for sexting 
with an underage woman and sending her obscene pictures. Film 
producer Harvey Weinstein was sentenced to twenty- six years in 
prison for sexually assaulting young actresses. NBC’s Today show 
anchor Matt Lauer lost his job over sexual attacks in the workplace. 
CBS News anchor Charlie Rose was fired after he propositioned a 
number of his female employees. 

The cases illustrate the scope of the sexual violence and mis-
conduct taking place; a number of these episodes went well beyond 
sexual harassment to outright assault. Lives were damaged, and 
those affected revealed shocking details about how their emotional 
well- being had been upended and their careers derailed.

The sheer volume of these abuses led to revised workplace rules 
in many places. Women rightfully feel aggrieved about misogynous 
behavior and outright assaults. They are tired of the sexual harass-
ment that is far too prevalent. A number of studies have shown that 
sexual abuse is rampant in a number of workplaces. The bad behav-
ior can range from suggestive jokes or unwanted touching to forced 
dating or sexual assaults. According to one survey, “60% of women 
say they experience ‘unwanted sexual attention, sexual coercion, 
sexually crude conduct, or sexist comments’ in the workplace.”22

The prevalence of sexual harassment led the Brown Club of D.C. 
to host a forum entitled “Are Men Animals?” which delved into how 
“toxic masculinity” encourages misogynous behavior. The gather-
ing reflected the common belief among a number of young, edu-
cated people that many men are not trustworthy and are capable 
of a broad range of poor behavior. It featured Professor Matthew 
Gutman of Brown’s anthropology department, who had written a 
book with that title, and speakers from several organizations dis-
cussing efforts to address gender- based injustices.

It isn’t just universities and think tanks that are concerned about 
toxic and abusive men. Female employees accused Washington 
Post executives of fostering a sexist atmosphere that was harmful to 
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them. A Huffington Post investigation detailed how male reporters 
at that news site getting death threats were receiving around- the- 
clock security details for seventy- two hours, whereas female report-
ers in a similar situation were told to go to a hotel by themselves. 

At a Washington Post town hall in 2021, editors noted their ef-
forts to protect reporter Seung Min Kim from anti- Asian trolling 
when she was covering a Biden cabinet nomination. But during that 
conversation, fellow writer Felicia Sonmez complained, “I wish edi-
tors had publicly supported me in the same way.”23 She had garnered 
a suspension for tweets about National Basketball Association star 
Kobe Bryant following his 2020 death in a helicopter accident. Re-
minding readers that Bryant had been accused of a 2003 rape, she 
publicized a Daily Beast article documenting the allegations about 
him.24 

Although everything she tweeted about him was factually accu-
rate, the newspaper suspended her for what it said were “ill- timed” 
tweets, and for a period of time, she was prohibited from covering 
any story that focused on sexual harassment or misconduct. Given 
the number of stories involving those issues, she considered the ban 
a major barrier to her journalistic career, although eventually the 
Post lifted its prohibition.25 Later, Sonmez filed a lawsuit against the 
paper and its top editors for the ban.26

In addition, there were complaints at the newspaper about pay in-
equity and difficulties for women in winning promotions. “The place 
is run by men and it creates a particular atmosphere and assigns a 
higher value to certain male characteristics,” said a female reporter. 
“I’ve been a victim of it in a broad way, as most women in the news-
room have.” Another source argued, “There’s a dweeby beta- male 
quotient at the Post. They’re not openly macho. There’s an under-
stated respectability that is secretly pernicious and sexist operating 
in that place.”27

Such complaints were common at many other organizations as 
well. Issues of salary inequities and unfair treatment are pervasive. 
According to national surveys, women make around 82 percent 
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what men do for comparable jobs.28 This gap has persisted for de-
cades, despite legislation that has sought to reduce this disparity. In-
equitable pay and promotions were common problems and created 
work conditions that were clearly unfair.

Brookings sought to take these problems seriously but was not 
always successful. For example, Senior Fellow Fiona Hill, who 
gained fame for her congressional testimony over Trump’s Ukraine 
actions, complained about pay discrimination and sexism at the 
think tank. In her book, There Is Nothing for You Here, she noted 
various ways in which Brookings paid women less than deserved 
and excluded them from important professional networking oppor-
tunities.29 She estimated that she had lost $500,000 of warranted 
pay during the course of her life.30

Some women feel male- run organizations don’t take their com-
plaints seriously. When female journalists, for example, get trolled 
on social media, which is a regular occurrence, they say male editors 
and executives do little to help them. “Even the most open- minded 
media organizations are still run by men who don’t fundamentally 
understand the misogynistic nature of these attacks,” noted one 
reporter.31

This individual’s point is well- taken because most business firms 
are still run by men. A recent research study found that only 7 per-
cent of Fortune 500 companies have female chief executive officers. 
And less than 1 percent of these firms were led by women of color.32 
Inequity was persistent and pervasive in major businesses, and 
women and people of color were upset regarding the lack of mean-
ingful opportunities.

Think tanks suffered from similar problems. When I arrived 
at Brookings in 2008, many of its leaders were white men. It was 
a place that critics loved to joke was “stale, pale, and male.” Long 
after universities had begun to diversify their top ranks, neither our 
trustees nor our administrators were representative of the country’s 
demographics. Most of the board committees were chaired by men, 
and the board as a whole was led by them. 
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It took some time, but eventually things began to change. After a 
decade there, four of the five research vice presidents were female 
and/or nonwhite. The board leadership was diversified, and a 
number of female and minority trustees had been added.

To stay on track in this crucial area, Brookings started publish-
ing diversity numbers on its website. People within and outside the 
organization could look at the gender and racial breakdowns for 
various groups within Brookings and see how the number varied 
by staff, scholars, administrators, and trustees as well as see the 
overtime comparisons. 

We sought to make progress in the diversity of our public events. 
For years, many of our panels featured all white, male speakers, a 
practice that came to be known derisively as “manels.” At a time 
when many of the scholars were men, all- male panels were common 
and a source of aggravation for those who wanted gender equity. 
After discussion of this issue, our program committed to getting rid 
of manels and making sure that gender and racial diversity prevailed 
at our public forums and events. 

Yet even this commitment proved contentious. One day, we an-
nounced a forum with an African American female moderator and a 
panel of men and got lambasted online for relegating the person of 
color to the moderator role. Elisa Camahort Page of OpEdPagePod-
cast tweeted, “I AM INFURIATED. I just got an event email from 
@BrookingsInst to discuss hate/harassment in online gaming & 
how it relates to civic life WITH AN ALL- MALE PANEL (Female 
moderator natch). I sent an irate email (and I was so angry I cc’ed 
Gina from @GenderAvenger).” Continuing, she called us clueless 
and said that this “was a red flag for everything this country’s going 
thru now. . . . I am unsubbing at this pt bec this makes me so angry 
it destroys much of the respect I had for your org.”

That tweet to her 15,200 followers generated angry complaints 
about Brookings’ chauvinism. Laura Mignott jumped in by saying, 
“They simply don’t care and it’s pathetic.” Someone named Sarah 
chimed in, “THE BLINDNESS. If I didn’t laugh, I’d cry.” We added 
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another person of color to the speaker lineup, but that did not quell 
the online controversy.

Furthermore, there were problems in terms of day- to- day work-
ing conditions. The maternity/paternity leave policy at Brookings 
was inadequate and required women to cobble together leave time, 
sick pay, and sometimes leaves without pay to get the time they 
needed following childbirth. I heard many complaints about that 
issue. Child care was a problem for many families as the U.S. gov-
ernment had minimal policies in place in terms of paid family or 
medical leave. That created hardship for those having to care for 
babies, young children, or aging relatives. This issue was a continu-
ing source of discontent, and it was frustrating not to show faster 
progress. 

Sometimes, the tensions arose from very down- to- earth consid-
erations. For example, our program had gender issues in terms of 
bathroom access. Years earlier, the bathrooms in our program had 
been constructed with two urinals and two stalls in the men’s room, 
but only one stall in the women’s restroom. At that time, there were 
few women in the program so the configuration wasn’t wildly out of 
whack with the numeric breakdowns in the program.

However, during the last decade, we had hired many female 
scholars and staff members and had reached a point where nearly 
two- thirds of the people on our floor were female. Having just one 
stall for a large number of women while there were four stalls and 
urinals for a much smaller number of men was clearly unfair. But 
our Facilities Management team came up with a creative solution 
to this inequity. It switched the two bathrooms, built a stall in the 
newly constituted women’s restroom (for a total of three), and added 
a urinal to the new men’s bathroom (for a total of two options). The 
transition went well, and the renovation represented one small step 
toward gender equity within our program. 
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Misconduct

Along with many other organizations, Brookings was not immune 
to allegations of personal misconduct. One scholar was accused of 
inappropriate behavior at his previous employer and was let go when 
Brookings learned of it. That individual later complained in a mag-
azine profile about the way he was dealt with. Speaking to Air Mail, 
Leon Wieseltier criticized “the Robespierrian haste with which peo-
ple’s heads were chopped off before they could say a word.” Continu-
ing, he bemoaned “the fact that an allegation was tantamount to a 
conviction. The fact that all infractions were treated equally— there 
was no sense of proportion or sense of measure. And that we devel-
oped a culture of unforgivingness.”33

His case demonstrates the challenge of delivering justice to those 
with complaints while also protecting the procedural rights of the 
accused. As a program administrator, I could be sued by either side 
of a workplace dispute over how I handled the complaint. If I didn’t 
take an allegation seriously, I could be reprimanded, suspended, or 
terminated, and if I didn’t respect the rights of the individual being 
investigated, that person could come after me legally for a lack of 
procedural due process. Any complaint was fraught with career 
risk, even if I had nothing to do with the original misdeed.

At Brown University, I had seen early signs of this issue in 1990 
when female students, upset with the administration’s failure to take 
sexual assault seriously, moved forcefully in this area.34 A small 
group of women formed an organization called Brown Against 
Sexual Assault and Harassment and argued that it was time for the 
university to adopt stronger rules. Taking matters into their own 
hands, they compiled lists of “rapists, sexual assaulters, or harass-
ers” and wrote them on bathroom walls around campus.”35 

As a result of this high- visibility protest, Brown toughened its dis-
ciplinary procedures and penalties for sexual infractions. For the 
first time, sexual assault was listed in the university’s student con-
duct code as a specific offense. Those accused would face a disci-
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plinary board of students and faculty, which could suspend or expel 
guilty pupils. Those who alleged sexual assault would be referred to 
“advocates” who would counsel them and provide procedural advice 
regarding how to bring charges through the disciplinary process.

But the new code did not end the controversy surrounding date 
rape and sexual assault. Rather, it shifted the substantive conflict 
to debates over procedures, rules of evidence, and the role of legal 
representation. There would be many disciplinary cases that would 
engulf the campus and generate heated debates over fairness, equity, 
and justice. Questions regarding whether parties to the dispute were 
allowed to have legal representation would rage as individual cases 
were adjudicated within the university’s internal disciplinary pro-
cess. People would lose jobs, there would be allegations of adminis-
trative malfeasance, and compromising details would be leaked to 
the press. 

Between Brown and Brookings, I learned that virtually any con-
tentious issue associated with an elite institution would generate 
negative publicity and damage the reputations of those involved. 
Few reporters could resist the allure of anything that sounded un-
toward or scandalous at a prominent organization. Those articles 
almost always ended up on the front page and were widely read.

Racial Injustice

Race is a crucial issue from virtually any vantage point. From the im-
portation of slaves 400 years ago and the three- fifth’s compromise 
in the U.S. Constitution to the Civil War and contemporary injus-
tices regarding racial disparities in health care, wealth, educational 
opportunity, housing, and law enforcement, it remains one of those 
areas where white Americans know there are serious problems but 
haven’t done nearly enough to address them.36

Every time some steps forward are made in national policy over 
the last few decades, there is an almost immediate backlash among 
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white voters that slows or reverses those gains. Whites can cite many 
reasons not to do the right thing, and it usually takes herculean ef-
forts to make even small progress on racial inclusion and diversity. 
People develop very elaborate reasons as to why certain individuals 
should not be hired or particular activities undertaken.

It didn’t help that our internal discussions about inclusion and 
diversity were taking place at a time when the national political cli-
mate about race was quite poisonous. When he was in office, former 
president Trump openly appealed to white racists and promised 
them tough law enforcement and federal policies that would make 
America great again. To many, that sounded like making America 
white again, as it mostly had been in the 1950s and early 1960s 
before demographic change shifted the composition of the U.S. 
population. 

In this tense U.S. situation, it was important to reconcile our in-
stitution’s desire for inclusion with the national threat that white su-
premacists and domestic terrorists could overrun the capitol city at 
any given moment. I would attend our periodic seminars on racial 
bias, racial disparities, and microaggressions and then see armed 
white men encircling state and federal buildings on television. They 
were committing macroaggressions at the very time we were debat-
ing the nuances of microaggressions. 

In speaking with minority colleagues, I learned how different 
their life experiences had been from mine. Although I grew up poor, 
I never faced racial prejudice or discrimination. I had opportunities 
that propelled my professional career and gave me a chance to ad-
vance socially and economically. The stories I heard were shocking. 
One individual said he had been stopped by the police more than 
two dozen times over the course of the last couple of decades for no 
obvious reason other than his race. Others mentioned schoolyard 
experiences where their classmates openly directed racial or ethnic 
epithets toward them.

When I was growing up, there was a popular ditty that said “sticks 
and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt me.” The 
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idea was that actions spoke louder than words, and people should 
not be sensitive about the spoken language. Yet today, it is clear that 
words can hurt. They can upset people and make them feel uncom-
fortable about their colleagues or other individuals in general.

Cognizant of this reality, I tried to be careful in describing race- 
related developments. During the COVID- 19 pandemic, I wrote a 
Brookings blog post about getting the vaccination once D.C. started 
to inoculate those sixty- five years or older. The shot put me among 
the first 3 percent of Americans to receive the vaccination and pro-
vided me with a vantage point from which to observe the distribu-
tion process.37 

On the appointed day, I showed up at the designated place and 
stood in line. While there, someone caught me off- guard by saying, 
“You don’t look 65.” Stunned, I turned around to defend myself only 
to see the person was an old friend from Brown. I hadn’t seen him 
for a while and didn’t immediately recognize him behind the mask. 
We stood in line for what turned out to be an hour and forty- five 
minutes to get the shot.

We caught up on things and then he made an astute observation. 
There is a problem with the vaccine distribution, he pointed out, be-
cause look who is in line. I turned around and quickly saw what he 
meant. Although D.C. has a population that is 62 percent minority 
and we were in a store located in a predominantly African American 
neighborhood, of the fifty people in line, nearly everyone was white. 
During the two hours I was there, I saw only one African American 
waiting to be vaccinated, and there were no Latinos or Asian Amer-
icans. It is shocking that only 2 percent of those lined up for the 
inoculation were minority and clearly not a good harbinger in terms 
of closing the racial disparity gap that has persisted throughout the 
pandemic.38 

In my post, I noted these inequities and argued the clear racial 
disparities meant that cities and states needed to prioritize vaccines 
for communities that have experienced the highest COVID- 19 in-
cidence rates and had the highest financial needs. Local distribu-
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tors need to recognize the reality of disparate impact by race and 
ethnicity, and set up community centers, outreach efforts, trusted 
influencers, and public education campaigns targeting those areas. 
Otherwise, people in those areas are going to continue to be dev-
astated by the pandemic and suffer even more hospitalizations and 
fatalities. 

As soon as the piece appeared, though, there were whispers 
about “white privilege” and an old white man getting to the head 
of the line, even though I had not jumped the line and did not regis-
ter for the vaccination until the city started to inoculate senior citi-
zens. I joked to friends it was the first time I appreciated being over 
sixty- five. But some people’s reaction to the blog post showed the 
sensitivities that undergirded the pandemic. There were clear racial 
inequities in COVID- related health care, and I understood why 
others were upset at the pandemic’s blatant inequality.

On another occasion, I had a more humorous community en-
counter regarding race. I went to a local barbershop after I first ar-
rived in D.C. and asked for a haircut. The African American barber 
took a look at me and said, “Normally, I don’t do Caucasians, I just 
do brothers.” But he pointed to pictures on the wall featuring Black 
men with buzz cuts and said if I wanted something like that, he 
could do it. Surveying the scene, I quickly replied that was not what 
I was looking for and left the premises. That was one case where our 
differing expectations were easy to resolve.

Critical Race Theory

As a sign of the contentiousness surrounding race, conservative 
GOP lawmakers in 2021 launched an all- out attack on “critical 
race theory,” a perspective designed to shed light on the long- term 
structural racism that has characterized U.S. policies and practices 
toward African Americans. Instruction about America’s racist past 
was becoming more prevalent in U.S. schools and universities in 
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light of the Black Lives Matter movement and the murder of innocent 
Black people by law enforcement. Each of those developments had 
fueled Black rage against racial injustice and generated a desire for 
stronger action and better understanding of our country’s history.

Yet, as often happens in the United States, major movements 
toward greater justice created a backlash against possible progress. 
Rather than affirming the need for a full accounting about race, 
conservative politicians took advantage of public divisions regard-
ing race to play to racial resentment among whites. They argued 
that critical stances were going too far and talking too much about 
“white supremacy.”

Fox News helped spread this narrative as it gave the critical race 
theory topic widespread publicity. An analysis of its coverage in 
recent years showed a dramatic increase in attention in this area. 
Whereas the network devoted zero mentions to the topic in 2018 and 
four in 2019, its number of stories rose to 77 in 2020 and 626 in the 
first five months of 2021.39

In order to capitalize on concern over this movement, Republi-
can legislators in a number of states introduced bills that banned or 
restricted the teaching of critical race theory in public educational 
institutions. Some of these bills enacted in Idaho, Iowa, Oklahoma, 
Tennessee, and elsewhere explicitly banned instruction of the New 
York Times’s 1619 Project that had taken a critical stance on slavery 
in America or other courses or programs that focused on social jus-
tice. In other places, such as Florida, state school boards banned the 
teaching of racial injustice themes in public schools.40

Such actions eliminated public funding for educational initiatives 
that focused on critical race theory, banned specific courses, and 
created possible penalties for teachers and professors who engaged 
in such instruction. Violation of key provisions could result in the 
loss of funding, job suspensions, or fines for affected professors and 
schools.

The passage of these restrictions was just the latest salvo in the 
culture wars surrounding race. Republicans sought political advan-
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tage on this divisive subject by playing to the fears of their base re-
garding demographic change in America.41 Whites were projected 
to be in the minority by around 2044, and it was easy to stoke fears 
about what that would mean for governance and public policy. 

Public opinion polls showed that these attacks resonated with 
the GOP base. For example, a national survey by Politico/Morning 
Consult found that “54% of Republicans think critical race theory 
negatively affects society, vs. 13% of Democrats.” In addition, 63% 
of Republicans indicated that they did not want critical race perspec-
tives taught in K–12 schools.42

The GOP’s tough stance on those who taught social justice and 
racial inclusion meant that teachers could be subject to considerable 
risk to their professions and livelihoods. Despite the principle of ac-
ademic freedom that had long allowed professors to teach subjects 
and perspectives based on their own professional judgment, state 
legislators and policymakers were intervening directly in the class-
room and limiting pedagogic prerogatives that had been mainstays 
of American education.43 

This and other steps demonstrate what a dangerous time it is for 
educators. Rather than allowing educators to have autonomy and 
be free of political interference, legislators were directly placing re-
strictions on what could be said and taught within the classroom. In 
the same way think tanks and nonprofits were being delegitimized, 
K–12 schools and universities were being undermined through 
conservative claims of overly liberal professors holding extreme 
viewpoints. 

The development is an ominous sign of the power politics grip-
ping America. If you have political clout, you can simply tell others 
what they can teach. You no longer have to negotiate with opponents 
or tolerate people with differing points of view. You simply tell them 
what they can say and how they should handle sensitive topics of 
American history in school. If they don’t like it, you can punish them 
or force them to leave the classroom.

The backlash against the teaching of critical race theory allowed 
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ultranationalists and outright racists to control public discourse and 
use the power of government to dictate their own stance on Ameri-
can history to everyone else. The blatant power play does not bode 
well for our country’s ability to handle racial divisions or shift peace-
fully toward a multiracial and multiethnic society.
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Survival Lessons 

After more than a decade in Washington, D.C., I learned to be ex-
tremely careful in what I said and did. People can leak information 
about you, there can be inadvertent fallout from volatile issues, and 
reporters can cast you in a critical light through unflattering stories. 
Tweets can troll you to an international audience, your emails and 
Zoom calls can be hacked, your geolocation data made public, and 
your Venmo transactions scrutinized. 

More worrisome, though, are the systemic risks. There are prob-
lems for our political regime that arise from partisan news sites, 
weaponized lawsuits, mob violence, ultranationalism, open attacks 
on science, counter-majoritarianism, and the ever- growing presence 
of fake news, false conspiracy theories, and what euphemistically 
are called alternative facts. 

In this tumultuous environment, it is hard to agree on basic 
truths and objective realities. Illiberal sentiments have permeated 
American society to such a point that prominent political leaders 
can challenge widely held consensus over climate change, vacci-
nations, and election fraud, and not be scorned. Their uninformed 
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views are taken as seriously in large parts of society as those of 
highly acclaimed Nobel Laureates. 

These are not individual- level problems but long- term, structural 
threats to news reporters, opinion leaders, academic experts, and 
people in the knowledge sector. Disagreements over fundamental 
issues can lead to unfavorable news coverage, public shaming over 
social media, government investigations, widespread societal ac-
ceptance of falsehoods, or authoritarian behavior.1 If government 
actions simply revolve around the exercise of raw political power, 
there is little hope our governance will be fair or equitable. 

During my time in the capitol city, I witnessed media hit pieces, 
congressional harassment, misinformation, character assassina-
tion, subpoena requests, death threats, privacy invasions, power pol-
itics, and the degradation of democratic rights. Much of this arose 
from our scholars’ commentary on the Trump administration, but 
some of it came from other parts of the political spectrum, such as 
business interests, wealthy donors, or the ultra- Left. As someone 
used to the slow pace of academia, I was shocked at all the ways 
during a polarized era that others could limit critical voices, under-
mine opponents, and take out adversaries. 

It is not that think tanks, universities, and nonprofits are perfect. 
Having worked within two elite institutions, I have witnessed the 
virtues and vices of each place. Every organization has its particular 
problems, and Brookings and Brown are no exceptions. Like many 
academic institutions, neither place gets things right all the time, 
and outside critics raise reasonable concerns about some actions.

But when controversies arose, we dealt with them seriously, took 
steps to safeguard our research, and worked to ensure the integrity 
of our reputations. We reformed our internal processes and tried 
to build a more inclusive organization, even in the face of national 
trends that are moving in the opposite direction. We tried to be 
thoughtful in our policy analysis at a time when nuance is no longer 
in vogue. We disclosed our donors during a period when people 
want greater transparency surrounding fundraising. 



Survival Lessons 157

Those things alone, though, do not safeguard our future or that of 
the country. The worrisome developments described in this volume 
have the potential to subvert American democracy and pose broad- 
based challenges to thought leaders, social advocates, and political 
analysts. The undermining of expertise and reason shatters the very 
basis of a science- based society. 

If people think these possibilities represent hyperbole, they 
should pay attention to what has unfolded in Hungary, Poland, 
Brazil, Turkey, the Philippines, and elsewhere. These nations were 
working democracies whose freedoms were undermined by leaders 
who cracked down on the opposition and eliminated a number of 
procedural safeguards. In some places, academics were arrested, 
critics singled out, organizations threatened with legal action, and 
reporters and thought leaders placed under an ethical cloud.2

Despite the seriousness of the contemporary threats, there are 
a number of tips for surviving this toxic, contentious, and danger-
ous environment. These safeguards do not guarantee survival, but 
they increase the odds that people, organizations, and the political 
system as a whole will not be victimized by shifting political cir-
cumstances or unfair reprisals. As I outline in this chapter, these 
defenses are especially critical to surviving D.C. conflicts during a 
time of widespread partisanship, extremism, and conflict. It is cru-
cial to understand the dangers of digital communications, the risks 
of a polarized political system, and the ways procedural protections 
have crumbled in recent years.

Guard against Copycat Candidates

Trump failed in his 2020 reelection shenanigans, but he showed 
other aspirants how to contest future elections. You could allege 
ballot fraud, try to convince local election officials to throw out sus-
pect ballots in selected precincts, and get state officials to certify 
your Electoral College slate as the valid electors for Congress. 
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Trump may or may not run again in 2024. But regardless of what 
he decides, copycat candidates could pursue the same strategy as 
during the last presidential election. Particular leaders could play to 
public cynicism, claim the upcoming race was stolen, allege ballot 
fraud in key areas, and use the ascertainment and certification parts 
of the Electoral College process to make sure their side wins. 

Those actions would amount to a perfectly legal coup and a suc-
cessful assault on American democracy. As noted by University of 
California at Irvine political science professor Richard Hasen, “We 
face a serious risk that American democracy as we know it will 
come to an end in 2024.”3

The possibility of copycat coupists suggests that the problems 
of U.S. democracy are not limited to Trump, and go beyond him 
to others who feel emboldened to contest elections. We are in a 
“winner- take- all” era where so many spoils go to the victor in terms 
of controlling public policy and key appointments that there are se-
rious temptations to do whatever it takes to win, regardless of the 
legal, moral, or ethical improprieties.

In order to alter these kinds of perverse incentives, it is vital to 
reform the Electoral Count Act of 1887 to remove vagaries and raise 
the threshold for questioning campaign results.4 For example, one 
thing that was sought in the Trump- Biden race was to have Vice 
President Mike Pence allege fraud and use his own judgment to pro-
claim Trump the winner. President Trump worked hard to persuade 
Pence to do that, but historically no vice president has asserted a 
solo certification role for him-  or herself. To make sure that doesn’t 
happen, Congress should close that loophole and mandate that the 
vice president must approve the electoral slates sent by the states 
and approved by the House and Senate. There should not be an in-
dependent role for the vice president in the Electoral College certifi-
cation process.

In addition, right now it only takes one member of the House and 
Senate to launch a debate on contested certification. Given the 535 
people who constitute Congress, the threshold for debate should be 
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far higher than a single representative of each chamber. Members 
of Congress should amend the Electoral Count Act to require major-
ity approval of the House and Senate to launch that kind of debate. 
Having a one- member requirement is way too low for such an im-
portant discussion, especially during a time when democracy is at 
risk.

Protect Democratic Processes

The coming years will be a major test of whether American democ-
racy holds or folds. Looking at current developments, it could go in 
either direction. Those who are seeking to suppress voting have al-
ready enacted dangerous restrictions in key states. Election districts 
are being gerrymandered in partisan directions.5 There have been 
no improvements in the Electoral Count Act of 1887 that reduce its 
vagueness or opportunities for mischief. 

As noted in previous chapters, our current system of geography- 
based political representation means that political minorities are 
able to thwart public majorities in state legislatures, the U.S. Con-
gress, judicial proceedings, and the Electoral College. There is a 
major structural malady due to the prevalence and power of counter- 
majoritarian institutions in the United States.

Author Thomas Mann fears the worst in this situation. Inter-
viewed in 2021 by a news reporter, he argued, “We’re on a precipice. 
We’re actually potentially so close to losing our democracy.”6 The 
combination of negative developments in leadership norms, public 
opinion, social media, and institutional arrangements puts our gov-
ernment at risk of becoming illiberal. And Brookings senior fellow 
Fiona Hill ominously predicted in regard to Trump that “if he makes 
a successful return to the presidency in 2024, democracy’s done.”7

The GOP remains strong politically due to the overrepresenta-
tion of rural areas in the U.S. Senate and Electoral College and the 
gerrymandering of legislative districts following the 2010 and 2020 
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censuses. If we had direct popular election of the U.S. presidency 
and fair legislative districting, ultranationalist politicians would not 
fare very well because they are not close to political majorities on 
most leading issues. 

Yet given our current structures, they continue to do quite well at 
the state and national levels. Indeed, the Republican Party can gain 
even greater power in the future due to its ability to suppress votes 
and gerrymander legislative districts. With the counter-majoritarian 
character of crucial political institutions, the GOP can exercise tre-
mendous power at a time of diminishing public support. 

To address these issues beyond the imperfections of the Electoral 
Count Act, ultimately we need to get rid of the Electoral College, 
establish state independent redistricting commissions, eliminate 
or restrict the Senate filibuster because it imposes super- majority 
requirements, and ensure voting rights for all eligible Americans.8 
Each of those issues is vital to democratic governance and problem-
atic in the current situation. Contemporary efforts to limit voting 
and make it difficult for those living in marginalized communities to 
cast ballots are dangerously antidemocratic and designed to rig the 
system in favor of the GOP. 

Resolving the issue of the Electoral College should be of urgent 
priority because in cases of contested elections, there are a number 
of ways the popular will can be thwarted.9 For example, votes can 
be contested in key cities or states. Or, if a state sends competing 
delegate slates to Congress, the national legislative branch has the 
authority to decide whether the Republican or Democratic delegates 
get certified. There are so many outmoded vote counting and cer-
tification provisions in the Electoral Count Act that it could allow 
malevolent leaders to rig the election in opposition to the public will. 
Under some interpretations of the language, state legislatures them-
selves could choose the electors regardless of how the popular vote 
in their jurisdictions turned out.10 If that happened, it would repre-
sent a clear repudiation of fair play and just elections.
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Limit Unilateral Power

Our country needs to address risks posed by unchecked presidential 
powers so that we don’t end up in a legal coup. Right now, chief ex-
ecutives can issue “emergency power” declarations that enable the 
leader to take extraordinary, unilateral action. In most cases, there 
is nothing Congress or the courts can do to limit the specific activi-
ties. That kind of unbridled influence represents a serious threat to 
democratic checks and balances, and a way for illiberal leaders to 
seize control of the country.

Congress furthermore needs to tighten powers made possible by 
the Insurrection Act of 1807. Designed for cases of public disorder 
or rebellion, the legislation allows the president to deploy federal 
military or state National Guard troops to quell disturbances. The 
Act does not define “disorder” and gives chief executives broad lati-
tude for military action within the United States. Of course, the risk 
is that the outbreak of public protests could provide a rationale for 
presidents to invoke the Insurrection Act or declare a national emer-
gency with unlimited powers. Either of those scenarios could move 
the United States to an authoritarian regime and remove valued per-
sonal freedoms and liberties. 

As a sign of this threat, following street violence after the George 
Floyd murder in 2020, President Trump threatened to invoke the 
Insurrection Act and take control of certain state and local juris-
dictions. He asked aides to draft a declaration and seriously con-
sidered using it to put troops on the streets in Washington, D.C., to 
stop looting and protests. A book by Wall Street Journal reporter 
Michael Bender says, “Trump wanted to invoke the Insurrection Act 
and put [General Mark] Milley in charge of a scorched- earth military 
campaign to suppress protests that had spiraled into riots in several 
cities.”11 As a sign of the seriousness of the plan, some troops were 
actually sent to military installations right outside the capitol city, 
although ultimately they were not deployed on the streets.12 

In a number of countries, though, illiberal leaders have used ex-
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actly these kinds of provisions to undertake dictatorial actions de-
signed to quell violence and restore order. These individuals take 
advantage of societal protests to institute forceful tactics that they 
claim will stabilize disorderly situations. Major political protests 
have been an excuse to declare martial law, arrest opponents, and 
limit personal freedoms. If we do not reform our own vehicles for 
unilateral power, America faces the risk that current laws could be 
used to suppress liberty on a broad scale.

Confront Misinformation and Propaganda

Some of the most worrying hallmarks of the contemporary era are 
the sheer volume of misinformation and propaganda that exists, 
how quickly fake facts circulate via social media, and the manner 
in which false information is used to go after opponents and affect 
the overall national conversation. We like to think that we live in an 
advanced time period where individuals are immune to misinforma-
tion, but that is clearly not the case.13

There are many false materials in circulation. These can range 
from gossip about prominent figures to beliefs about election in-
tegrity, vaccinations, and climate change. If lies are repeated often 
enough, people actually come to believe them because the sheer 
repetition provides external validation that convinces at least some 
individuals about the accuracy of the information.

Equally worrisome is how digital technology broadly enables the 
dissemination of these kinds of falsehoods. Deep- fake videos are 
examples of images that are manipulated in such realistic ways that 
they look like someone is saying or doing something, even though 
the video has been manufactured. We have long had the capacity 
to edit pictures, but technology now allows videos to be edited, and 
people are often unable to distinguish fake videos from real ones. 

In this situation, it is important to confront propaganda, label 
deceits, and attack fabrications of reality. As my Brookings col-
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league Jonathan Rauch has written, we live in an era where there is 
a “firehose of falsehood” deployed by leading politicians. They use 
misinformation to divide people and build their own support. Like 
guerillas throwing dust in the air to distract opponents, politicians 
use a variety of techniques to mislead, confuse, and divert people’s 
attention. Letting blatant lies pass without correction is dangerous, 
he says. Instead, it is vital to “insist loudly, unwaveringly and bravely 
on calling out lies.”14 Failing to do so risks personal reputations, in-
stitutional integrity, and the very essence of democracy.

But this is not just an issue of personal behavior; it is a question of 
public policy. We need to reform social media platforms and reduce 
the tendency of outlets to disseminate information in ways that 
fuel falsehoods, polarization, and extremism. This means enabling 
greater accountability on the part of large firms and making sure 
they uphold policies to prohibit actions that incite violence or hatred. 

A Harvard University report by Tom Wheeler, Phil Verveer, and 
Gene Kimmelman proposes the creation of a Digital Regulatory 
Agency to oversee online firms.15 With problems in terms of hate 
speech, misinformation, content moderation, antitrust activities, 
and competition policy, these authors argue it is time to create a new 
agency with power to require better behavior and ensure that large 
platforms do not enable illicit actions. 

Fixing the information and communications sector would help 
lower the societal temperature and encourage more constructive di-
alogue in civil society. Democracies require respect for basic norms 
and laws, and until the current information ecosystem improves, 
our political system will remain at considerable risk.

Address Racial and Gender Inequities

Race is a tinderbox that threatens to explode at any time. Racial and 
gender inequities persist despite decades of people talking about the 
need to make progress. In spite of legislative advances in civil rights 
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and voting rights fifty years ago, the United States now is regress-
ing. Conservatives are playing to racist fears and stoking white re-
sentment as they use “dog whistles” and overt racism to reach their 
supporters. 

As an illustration of the depth of racial problems, there are dra-
matic wealth inequities between whites and African Americans. Ac-
cording to Brookings scholars Rashawn Ray and Andre Perry, “The 
average white family has roughly 10 times the amount of wealth as 
the average Black family,” and this gap has worsened over the past 
few decades.16 There are many reasons underlying this disparity, 
but systemic racism and past policy choices are major reasons for 
this inequality.

Figuring out how to deal with this and other issues associated 
with racial injustice is a vital part of the challenge facing America. 
Since these matters have been so intractable over such a long period 
of time, it will require decisive leadership, determined action, and 
creative thinking to address the centuries of unfairness. It is impos-
sible to imagine the country being able to move forward without con-
crete progress in this area. 

Political polarization makes it very difficult to address long- term 
racism and inequality. Leaders need to take meaningful steps to ad-
dress and improve economic opportunity, provide equitable voting 
rights, and reduce racial disparities in health care, education, and 
housing. Failure to do these things will ensure that inequities per-
sist and structural problems worsen. It will fuel racial unrest and 
make it impossible to move into a multiracial future.

America also needs to make progress on gender inequalities. 
Women face personal and professional barriers that limit their op-
portunities and raise their stress levels. This has been especially the 
case during COVID- 19 as many females were forced to cope with 
the cumulative demands of caregiving and work. The pandemic ex-
posed systemic flaws that have existed for a long time, but made 
them clearly visible for all to see. It is crucial to move forward on 
pay equity, economic opportunity, child care, family assistance, and 
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political representation in order to ensure a system that is fair and 
equitable for all.

Be Careful about Digital Fingerprints

Forgetting about digital fingerprints is one of the most hazardous 
parts of D.C. life. Virtually everything that people do today leaves 
a digital trail. This is true for the calls people make, the texts and 
emails they send, the websites they visit, the geolocation data saved 
by their digital devices, their spending choices, and their social 
media commentary. Most communications today are archived and 
can be accessed during investigations. As many individuals have 
neglected to understand, there is little privacy in the digital world.17 
Law enforcement agents or government agencies can request your 
confidential information, and most of the time, technology firms 
turn over that information without much pushback on whether the 
material is truly relevant.

Congressman Matt Gaetz forgot this lesson when he was accused 
of paying female escorts. Going on Tucker Carlson’s Fox News show, 
he vehemently denied “cash for sex” and accused his critics of a par-
tisan witch hunt. Days later, though, reporters unearthed Venmo 
payments totaling $900 that he sent to his friend Joel Greenberg, 
who then forwarded that same amount of money to women who said 
they had sex with Gaetz.18 Upon investigation, it was further alleged 
that Greenberg made over “150 Venmo payments to dozens of young 
women, and to a girl who was 17 at the time,” which led to his indict-
ment and plea bargain on trafficking charges.19

President Biden also fell victim to media sleuthing of his Venmo 
account, although in more benign ways. In 2021, BuzzFeed un-
earthed the chief executive’s private account and easily gained 
access to the list of user names showing the friends and family 
members to whom he had transferred money over the years. There 
was nothing untoward in what he had done, yet the episode demon-
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strated the loss of privacy for prominent people living in the digital 
era. If Biden had not made his financial transactions private, outsid-
ers quickly could have viewed that information and publicized it to 
the entire world.20

Law firms and private investigators hire hosts of employees and 
contractors who specialize in e- discovery, that is, the analysis of 
people’s digital lives. They mine emails, texts, calls, and online activ-
ities for embarrassing statements, unethical behavior, or illegal ac-
tions. Once they have digital records, they can undertake searches 
for incriminating evidence. This may involve electronic searches for 
suspicious keywords. Depending on the suspected offense, investi-
gators will home in on words that suggest personal malfeasance or 
unethical behavior.21

In contemporary life, the risks are greater than most people 
realize. One person I know said she wasn’t worried about online 
monitoring of her work activities because she wasn’t doing anything 
illegal. But what she didn’t understand is that nonprofit organiza-
tions today have a long set of rules that go beyond law- breaking to 
infractions that can result in terminations, pay cuts, or demotions, 
even if there is no illegal behavior. 

As an illustration, most organizations have rules specifying that 
people should not engage in actions that violate conflict of interest 
provisions or harm institutional reputations. The former rules are 
clear because people have to disclose outside speaking income 
greater than a certain amount and travel reimbursements from out-
side organizations. Those are concrete and specific criteria that are 
easily communicated and understood.

But what are actions that harm an organization’s reputation? 
That is a very broad and vague standard in today’s climate because 
there are many activities that could create reputational risk, from a 
poorly worded tweet to a random comment about a colleague to a re-
search paper funded by a corporation to a speech to a foreign entity. 
Think tanks and universities raise millions each year from individu-
als, corporations, and foundations, and any paper, forum, comment, 
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tweet, or trip can be seen externally as tainted by funding. That kind 
of broad reputational rule does not provide a clear standard of what 
people should or should not do and therefore would likely be hard to 
enforce in any kind of legal proceedings. 

Yet that and many other organizational provisions hang over the 
head of every employee like the sword of Damocles. According to 
the Sicilian legend first told by Cicero, Damocles was a courtier to 
Dionysius II in the fourth century B.C. One day, the staff member 
told the king he was blessed to have so much power, and Dionysius 
offered to trade places for one day so that the courtier could experi-
ence what it was truly like to be a monarch. The individuals made 
the switch, but Dionysius placed a sword over the head of the tempo-
rary ruler, held in place by just a single hair, so the staffer could see 
the risks that accompanied extensive power.22 

This story is appropriate for modern life because the lesson 
shows how in an era of corporatization, the rules have tilted in favor 
of employers over employees. Most private organizations today have 
wide latitude to discipline, suspend, or fire workers, and that creates 
tremendous flexibility in the administration of justice. This is par-
ticularly the case now when there are so many conservative judges 
appointed by elected officials who are pro- corporation. Nearly every 
firm has detailed rules that are administered internally by company 
executives with little external recourse for the employee. In some 
places, binding arbitration eliminates the option of external litiga-
tion. And many workers who reach a courtroom are likely to find 
themselves before unsympathetic judges.

At the same time, many companies have the legal ability to use 
keylogger software on business computers, deploy video surveil-
lance cameras, track physical movements through geolocation soft-
ware, and compile lists of visited websites and applications. They 
can monitor emails, social media posts, and collaboration tools and 
compile productivity data on how workers are spending their time. 
Taken together, organizations have a wide range of tools at their dis-
posal to keep track of worker activities and penalize them for a range 
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of different activities. There is no level playing field in corporate life, 
which poses considerable risks to unsuspecting employees.23 

Use Only Oral Exchanges

There are personal risks for people operating in a highly polar-
ized environment, and individuals need to take protective actions 
to safeguard their jobs and livelihoods. Not long after I started at 
Brookings, its then president Strobe Talbott said he needed to have 
an “OO” conversation with me. I had never heard that expression 
before so I asked him what he meant. Strobe had spent consider-
able time in the U.S. State Department and understood the risks 
of putting things in writing. He told me that “OO” meant an “only 
oral” exchange, which dealt with something so sensitive that he did 
not want to put it in an email and leave an electronic record of what 
had been discussed. A close friend of many prominent individuals, 
he had seen a number whose lives had been upended by lawsuits, e- 
discovery, and freedom of information requests. He did not want his 
communications subject to those risks so we frequently discussed 
sensitive topics only in person.

At first, I did not understand the virtues of this approach, but 
the longer I stayed in D.C. the more obvious it became that this was 
a valuable personal survival strategy. Not putting things in writing 
helped to decrease personal risk, lengthen people’s careers, and 
safeguard organizations. During illiberal times, it is a way to guard 
against unfair prosecutions because information can always be 
used against you and, at some point in your life, probably will be 
used against you when you end up on the wrong side of powerful 
opponents. 

Washington is a polarized place where alliances shift quickly as 
new people come into power or someone’s economic or political self- 
interest shifts. One of famed philosopher Niccolo Machiavelli’s most 
prominent quotes was “provinces that are easily taken are easily 
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lost.”24 The saying by the Italian thinker basically meant that those 
who switch their loyalty to you can just as easily shift the other way. 

The challenge today is both personal and political. People and 
countries that have been friendly over a period of years may shift 
in a direction that engenders tensions or outright hostilities. That is 
the case in terms of U.S. relations with several different countries 
and treaty obligations or trade agreements signed in the past that 
do not guarantee friendly future relations. People whom you count 
on to help you can disappear at the first sign of trouble. With all 
the global and domestic alterations taking place in communications, 
politics, and social relations, it is hard to maintain stable political 
alignments and personal security. Things that seem perfectly calm 
and predictable at one point in time can turn quickly and put you in 
a bad situation. 

Learn from the Frontlines 

The Department of Homeland Security was famous in the period 
following the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks for its motto, 
“see something, say something.”25 It was an important reminder 
that everyone had valuable intelligence to offer because something 
that might not be apparent to organizational leaders is sometimes 
visible to those operating on the ground floor. Sometimes, the most 
relevant tips come from ordinary people who spot something atyp-
ical or out of the ordinary, such as a car parked in an unusual spot, 
that might represent a danger or an individual acting in a strange 
manner.

It is important to remember in modern life that not everything 
is dictated by formal structures. Every organization has informal 
networks where people trade information and stay abreast of new 
developments. Those networks rarely follow official reporting lines. 
Sometimes, assistant directors know more than their own directors. 
Or there may be staff members who work across division lines and 
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therefore can be a valuable source of information. They regularly 
chat with individuals outside their own program and acquire lots of 
intelligence about what is happening and how people are respond-
ing to official missives. It is vital to stay in touch with those individu-
als because they generally know more than the official channels and 
therefore represent valuable sources of information. 

Those at the top of the organizational pyramid should not delude 
themselves into thinking they have all the information within the 
operation. In leadership positions, it is easy to become overconfi-
dent or think you know everything. You have a high- level title, which 
can blind you to what is happening elsewhere around you. Wearing 
blinders is the worst thing leaders can do within their organizations.

One Brookings person told me he had an informal rule of meet-
ing only with people one title above or below him. By that, he meant 
that he did not waste time meeting with entry- level workers in his 
program. He mainly wanted to deal with his organizational peers 
who shared his status within the institution.

However, I couldn’t think of a worse way to run an operation. 
Spending all your time with peers is a surefire way to grow out of 
touch and not understand what is happening at every level within 
the organization. Oftentimes, my most valuable intelligence comes 
from research or staff assistants because they are on the frontlines 
and see a variety of things that can inform my decisions. For me, 
they represent an early warning system of issues that could become 
problematic down the road. 

Continuing to be inquisitive is one of the most important lead-
ership qualities in a rapidly changing environment. You should 
never assume you know everything that is going on around you. 
If you don’t regularly ask questions and engage with other people, 
you will never survive major threats, contentious conflicts, or 
democracy- backsliding.
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“
“Darrell West has capitalized on his own background as a child of the  
Bible Belt, twenty-six years teaching political science at Brown University, 
and fourteen years as director of Governance Studies at the Brookings 
Institution to produce an insightful analysis of the contemporary political 
ecosystem. Power Politics is an exceptional, nuanced, and innovative 
exploration of how we are stuck in one of the most dangerous moments  
in the nation’s history.” 

— Thomas Edsall, New York Times columnist

“The forces now shaking our democracy didn’t start with Donald Trump’s 
arrival and won’t end with his departure, Darrell West argues in his 
ambitious, alarming new book. He sees a ‘perfect storm’ of challenges  
in our economy, our culture, and our technology that threaten to 
undermine the American experiment. But we aren’t helpless to begin 
responding, and he describes how to start.

—  Susan Page, Washington bureau chief of USA TODAY,  
and author of Madam Speaker: Nancy Pelosi and the Lessons of Power 

“Blending political analysis with his personal observations as a 
Washington insider, Darrell West astutely diagnoses what ails the 
American political system—from Trumpism to cancel culture. It is an 
urgent call for structural reform and cultural rejuvenation to save  
U.S. democracy before it is too late.” 

—  Richard L. Hasen, University of California at Irvine, and author of  
Cheap Speech: How Disinformation Poisons Our Politics—and How to Cure It

“If there is one thing we’ve all had to (re)learn over the last decade,  
it’s that our republic is surprisingly fragile. What Darrell West does in 
this book is different from many others on this topic. Instead of hand-
wringing about a person or a single issue that is the lead cause of our 
current troubled democracy, he looks at some of the root causes of the 
corrosiveness and, yes, rot in some of our key institutions that help 
sustain the democracy. Like any problem that needs to be tackled, there 
isn’t one thing that needs fixing, there is a lot. Darrell West identifies  
the many areas that need and deserve reform.” 

— Chuck Todd, host of Meet the Press


