The Trump Moment
By Daniel Tanuro

An English Translation by System Change Not Climate Change

Originally published by Démopolis (2018) under the title Le moment
Trump. Une nouvelle phase du capitalisme Mondial. The original French
version is now available online for free at Academia.edu.



https://www.academia.edu/44887903/Le_moment_Trump_Une_nouvelle_phase_du_capitalisme_mondial

Contents

Foreword to the 2024 English TranSIation ................uuueuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 1
L= 10T =1 (] £ [0 1 (= 3
1] 1o o 11 Tox 1o T o PR 4
(O{ =T o] (= gl R T @@ = = (o 1 1o 1SS 8
B 0 1= o] = T SRR 8
Do I LS Y= |V a1 ] A= T o o TSP 9
A shady family tradition .........ccooooe e 11
Donald Trump, champion of the racket ... 12
Skyscrapers, Mafia and undocumented iIMMIGrantS............ccevvveeiiiiiiiiiiiiieiiieeeeeeeeeeeeee 13
From leverage to “Too big to fail” .......ccooee oo 15
We [end ONly t0 the FICN .oeeeiii e e e e 15
Branding and bluff as business model ... 17
"When you're a star, you can do anything".........ccc.cooiiiiiiiiiiii e 18
A SMEIL Of DICACK.... .. e 19
Tyranny within, dictatorship WithOUL .............cooiiiiiiii e 20
LiKE I0CUSES ON EQYPL ... 21
Contradictions iN reProdUCTION ..........iiii i e e e 23
The ideal SON-IN-IAW........ccoiie et e e e e e e e et e e e e e aaeennnes 24
Chapter II: The Brown Elephant in the ROOM .........ccooiiiiiiiiiii e, 26
Elected DY @ MINOTITY.......coooeeeeeeeeeeee 26
Thirty years of action onthe far right............cooiiiii e 28
The unspoken Words Of The APPIreNtiCE........uuuuuuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 30
A myth With & thiCK SKIN ... 32
(O] = 1] I (LT ST o o 1o ] o [P RR R 35
A right that COmMES frOM @far.......ccooeiee e 36
The Tea Party, or the second "conservative revolution" ..............uoiiiii i 37
Stephen Bannon's diSCreet @MPIOYEIS ........ovviiviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeeeeeeeee et 39
An alternative project to halt the decline of the United States.............ccccciiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinnnn. 42
A pure product Of NEOIDETAIISM.........uuiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 44
Chapter IlI: Frankenstein in the White HOUSE ..........ccooiiiiiiiiiiii e 46
Obamacare: Trump’s WALErO0? .........ceveiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeee ettt 47
Trump-Arpaio, SamMe figNt.... ... e 48
Replace, Repeal, EXPIOUE. ......ccooo oo 49
A Machiavellian PIan ... 51
A dangerous UNAereStimMation ...........cociiveiiiiiii e e e e e e e e e et e e e e e aeeeanne 52
Takeover Of the JUAICIAIY .........uuueii e e e e e e e e e e e e e e aeeennes 53
Excluding the poor, Blacks, women from the right to vote ..., 54

The CharlottESVIlIE TEVEAL.........oeeiieeeie et e et e et e e e eaaeees 55



An unprecedented emPlOYErs' FEVOIL.......ccooi i 56

Reentrant curve? ImpeaChmMeNnt? ...........uoiiiii i e 58
y T o 10 o [=T =T o T = o o PSSP 60
Fossil capital, merchants of fear, and arms manufacturers .............cccovvvieiineeeereeiiinnnnnn. 61
From the wolves of Wall Street to the White HOUSE ..........ccooooviviiiii, 62
The Goldman BOYS' MUSSION. ......uuuuuiuiiiiiiiitiiiitieiiieeieeeeeee bbb sneeeeeeeneeesennesneneeneenne 63
Climate dENIEIS IN POWET .....cceiieeeiiiice e e e e e et s e e e e e e e et a s e e e e e e e e atraaa e aeaaes 65
A formidable capacity fOr NUISANCE ........cccooiiiiee e 66
The Lord, golf, and good dEaIS ............coeeiiiiiiii i e e e aanees 68
Itis urgent to take TrumpP SEIIOUSIY ....ccooeeeeeeeeee e 70
A major risk: the headlong rUSH 10 WAl ..........ccoiiiiiiiiiii e e 70
Chapter IV: Trumpism's Place in HISTOTY .......cooooiiiiiieeeeee e 73
Partial rationality, overall irrationNality ............ccooiiiiiiiiiii e 74
From the Great War to the “Glorious Thirty,” from the fall of the Wall to the crisis of 2007 75
The crisis of neoliberal QOVEINANCE............uuiii i eeaaanees 77
A global reacCtioNary PrOJEC..... i e e e et a e e e 78
FasCIStS, YES. BUL TASCISM? ...ttt e e e e et s s e e e e e e eennena s 79
Fascists, fascism and dictatorship...........ccooiiieiiiiiiiiie e 81
DoN't tHVIAliZE the MONSIEN ... e e e e e e e e eereaa s 82
Acid test: Trump and the UNIONS ........oouiiiiii e 84
COMPATISON IS NOT FEASON ...ceeeiiiiiiiiiiiiiieteet ettt ettt ettt ettt ettt ettt ettt ettt ettt ettt ettt e e e et e e et e e eeeteeeeeeeeees 88
Thereisasmell of gas iNthe KIitChEN ...........uoii i 89
The SPECITICItY OF TASCISIM .....uiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii bbb eeeeeeneeeenes 90
The struggle for hegemony onthe far right ..., 91
Grasping the novelty of the threat ... 92
Protectionism vs. free trade: USA INC. vS. ChiNa INC. .....coooeeeiiiiiiiieee, 94
The entrepreneur, a modern figure of the SAVIOr...............uuuuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiie 95
Several [EVElS Of QANQEY ... e 96
The climatic multiplication Of PerilS ..o e e 98
Every cloud has a Silver iNiNG... ..o 99

By way of conclusion: Resistance and alternative ..o 101



The Trump Moment

By Daniel Tanuro

For Nicole

Foreword to the 2024 English Translation

When Ted Franklin and Maura Stephens contacted me to offer to translate and publishThe
Trump Moment, | was surprised, honored, and enthusiastic. Surprised, because | did not
imagine that this little essay, written in 2017 at the request of a modest publisher — since
disappeared — would one day emerge from oblivion. Honored, because it is rather flattering,
for a French-speaking author who is not a specialist in the United States, to note that his
work, seven years later, has been discovered across the Atlantic by activists, to the point that
they deem it useful to disseminate it in their country, to support their fight for ecosocialism.
Enthusiastic, because this translation gives me the opportunity to contribute modestly to their
important fight.

The fact that this English translation is produced and edited by the team of "System Change
Not Climate Change" is of particular importance to me. Indeed, the planet is burning,
biodiversity is collapsing, the darkest prospects of climate change are irreversibly
materializing before our eyes. Hundreds of millions of poor people suffer from it in their flesh
(not only in the South but also in the North) — and this is, alas, only the beginning.

In this dramatic context, Trump is the clearest expression of a monstrous trend at work
everywhere in the ruling classes: rather the death of millions of innocent people than the exit
from fossil fuels; rather barbarism than the slightest breach of the dogma of maximum profit;
rather the cataclysm than the just degrowth essential to "take care" of the Earth and humans,
in social justice, democracy, respect, and the right to asylum. From Argentina to the
Netherlands, from India to France, from Great Britain to Russia, from Israel to China, this
repugnant neo-Malthusianism is a universal trait of the extreme right.

The Trump Moment will be published online in the midst of the battle against the threat of
Donald Trump's return to power in the November 2024 presidential election. However, this is
not a simple repetition of history, and even less a farce. Despite the candidate’s obvious
complicity with Vladimir Putin's neo-fascist regime, his proven coup attempt, his conviction
for sexual assault and another for fraud (as well as multiple other cases that he has
managed to quash or postpone), Trump is more dangerous today than he was in 2016. The
Republican Party serves at his beck and call, the majority of Supreme Court justices cover
for him, the Heritage Foundation is providing him with a turnkey reactionary program and an
army of candidates ready to implement it, and an increasing number of big capitalists support
him. Finally, his mass base remains very mobilized around his hateful xenophobic, racist,
and sexist speeches.

Until very recently, a range of factors — including Joe Biden's age — allowed Trump to hope
to win by betting demagogically on legitimate social discontent with the Democratic Party’s
version of capitalist policies, both on the national and international scenes. The specter thus



grew of a victory resulting from both the mobilization of far-right voters and the abstention of
the working class, as in 2016.

At the time of publication, Joe Biden's withdrawal in favor of Kamala Harris seems to have
changed the situation. The difference in form is obvious. The Democratic running mates
adopted an adversarial, ironic, and even joyful tone versus the Republican ticket, which
Biden couldn’t have mustered. "Kamala brings back joy," Harris’s running mate, Tim Walz
has declared repeatedly. Indeed, Harris and the good-natured Minnesota governor, with his
popular joviality, appear to embody the reassuring opposite of the anger, fear, and contempt
stoked by the duo of Trump and Vance.

The turn towards a dynamic, offensive (rather than defensive) campaign of the Democrats
was probably thought out in general terms behind the scenes before July 21, 2024. Joe
Biden’s withdrawal was the necessary condition for its immediate emergence. This is, after
all, how the ruling class rules when it rules. But even ruling-class political strategists seem to
have been taken by surprise at the force of the eruption that occurred after Biden finally
stepped aside. It seems that the upbeat spirit of the Harris-Walz campaign, having gestated
behind the scenes, was ready-made for Biden's abdication.

It should go without saying that a change of tone does not make an actual political
alternative. The fundamental goal of the Democratic strategists is most certainly to continue
the neoliberal and imperialist policies of the outgoing president. For them, there is no other
way. But the substance and the form are not separated by a totally watertight wall, especially
when electoral mobilization requires making pledges to the working classes. This dialectic
appears in Harris' vigorous pleas for reproductive rights: As a man and a life-long Catholic,
Biden had a less militant, less passionate tone. Such righteousness also appears in Harris
and Walz's denunciation of the violently anti-union proposals in "Project 2025," crafted for
Trump by the Heritage Foundation.

Hope is thus rekindled that Trump will be beaten in November — a goal in itself. But, as we
say in French, the carrots are not cooked. This is why trade unions, feminist and gender-
rights organizations, community representatives, climate activists, defenders of migrant
rights, and other popular forces cannot ignore the challenge to mobilize against Trump.

At the same time, we should have no illusions. Kamala Harris' embarrassed silence on US
complicity in Netanyahu's genocidal and ecocidal war against the Palestinian people testifies
to this. The same kind of strategic challenge arises in many countries: how to collaborate in
the united front for the electoral defeat of the far right while continuing to strive without
concessions for an ecosocialist, feminist, internationalist, radically democratic alternative
worthy of the name.

We can meet the moment only by building power at the grassroots, in the social movements,
to promote from these a broad political recomposition.

Daniel Tanuro, August 12, 2024.

(With thanks to Ted Franklin for his insight)



Translators’ note

Démopolis, the publisher of Daniel Tanuro’s book Le moment Trump. Une nouvelle phase du
capitalisme mondial has gone out of business and the book is now out of print. As a result,
the author has made the complete text available online. This is a translation from the online
French version.

We are not professional translators but ecosocialist activists, editors of the ecosocialist
website SystemChangeNotClimateChange.org. We volunteered to translate this book into
English because Trump is threatening a return to power and this book is full of insights into
the Trump phenomenon that we have found evocative and worthy of consideration seven
years after it was written. Revisiting the first year of the Trump presidency brings back
chilling memories and raises questions about what has changed since 2017 and what
remains the same. The fourth and final chapter of the book contains reflections on Trump’s
place in history

In the process of translation and copyediting, we reviewed the original sources to the extent
possible and restored the language of quotations from English-language texts. We also
updated citations, edited a few references to match the source material, and made a few
minor corrections.

We have no doubt made some errors of misinterpretation and mistranslation along the way.
Indeed, we may have introduced factual errors. For these unintended consequences, we
apologize to the author and the readers. Daniel Tanuro has approved this project but has not
reviewed the translation itself so we urge you to consult the original book if you have
guestions about the authentic text. The French edition remains the definitive work and Daniel
Tanuro is not responsible for our rendition in English.

Ted Franklin and Maura Stephens
System Change Not Climate Change
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The Trump moment

Author’s note: The original title proposed for this work was "Frankenstein in the White House"
and it was under this title that it appeared in Spanish. The French publisher Démopolis has
since gone bankrupt, so there is no reason why it should not be published online. It will make
it possible to critically confront the analysis made in 2017 with the spectacular current
developments — and will help to correct it if necessary. (DT)

"It is especially at the heights of bourgeois society that the satisfaction of the most
unhealthy and unregulated lusts is unleashed and comes into conflict at every
moment with the bourgeois laws themselves, for it is there where enjoyment becomes
villainous, where gold, mud and blood are intermingled that the wealth from gambling
naturally seeks its satisfaction. The financial aristocracy, in its mode of gain as well as
in its enjoyments, is nothing other than the resurrection of the lumpen proletariat in
the summits of bourgeois society."

Karl Marx, Class Struggles in France

Introduction

The moody, egocentric, and vulgar character of Donald Trump should not conceal the project
of which he is the instrument: to manage the United States like a big business, to transform it
into a fortress of white and patriarchal “Judeo-Christian capitalism,” to restructure it in a
hussar fashion, and then to give it back an effective, undivided world hegemony. Harassment
of staff, brutality with competitors, denial of environmental externalities, he simply copies and
pastes from the level of his business to that of society. An uneducated populist billionaire,
nationalist, racist, sexist, homophobic, Islamophobic, anti-Semitic, and pro-Zionist, Trump
aims to reshape American society and the map of the world with a hammer, ignoring what
exists and breaking what resists.

The main factions of capitalism are following the new president's outbursts with concern. Will
they be able to channel it? Will they have to get rid of it? From the beginning, both options
have been open. On the one hand, the very rapid dismissal of National Security Adviser
Michael Flynn?, the sidelining of the far-right Rasputin Steve Bannon, the relative stabilization
of the White House under the leadership of General John Kelly, and Trump's about-face on
Afghanistan, among others, constitute elements of "normalization."” On the other hand,
special counsel Robert Mueller's investigation into Russian interference and related matters,
the near-unanimous anti-Trumpist virulence of the media, the more or less open doubts of
the president's sanity, and the irritation of the Republican apparatus in the face of the

! Former lieutenant general Michael Flynn is considered a dangerous individual, including by the U.S.
military hierarchy. See, for example, Tim Wiener, “Commentary: Flynn Facts, a threat to national
security,” Reuters, Feb 14, 2017
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repeated humiliations Trump is inflicting on them, show that the second option —
impeachment — remains open.

Neither of these two possibilities is entirely reassuring, however, because neither is likely to
halt the rightward shift of a part of US society. Trump's normalization would probably not lead
to the normalization of his base: those who support him against all odds would probably
throw themselves into the arms of the far right if their hero were to return to the ranks of the
establishment tomorrow. As for impeachment, it would put in charge a person even more
reactionary and dangerous than Trump himself, a man totally acquiescent in the project of
appropriation of politics by the very secretive group of super-rich founded for this purpose by
the Koch brothers: his vice-president Mike Pence — a fundamentalist Christian, creationist
neoliberal, pathologically obsessed with the fight against women's rights, homosexuals, and
transgender people to control their own bodies, their own lives.

In addition to normalization and impeachment, a third possibility cannot be excluded: that the
rampaging Trump, rushing forward under any pretext, relying on the repressive legislation
put in place by his predecessors,? and wielding the considerable powers given to him by the
presidency, establishes an authoritarian regime and propels the world toward a nightmare of
wars, hatred, and climate disaster.

This book intends to show that this possibility must be taken seriously, and not only because
it responds to Trump's personal interest in creating a diversion to escape justice. Beyond the
person of the president, Trumpism is a current that is part of a combined triple movement:
the return of capitalism to unmasked savagery, a widespread tendency towards the strong
state, and the determination of US imperialism to maintain its hegemony endangered by the
rising power of China.

The Trump tree must not blind us to the forest from which it comes. The formidable dangers
it conceals will not be averted by relying on electoral cycles, or on legal remedies. The
convergence of social mobilizations around an alternative civilization — social, ecological,
democratic, feminist, internationalist, antiracist — is ultimately the only way out. This
alternative must be reinvented in the practice of resistance, the convergence of struggles,
and the invention of concrete alternatives. The Bernie Sanders campaigns for the
Democratic nomination showed that the potential exists to move in this direction.

I am not an expert on the United States. | was prompted to write this book because my work
on ecosocialism and ecological destruction — climate change in particular®* — led me to

2 The Patriot Act signed in 2001 by G.W. Bush authorizes the security services to access the computer
data of individuals and companies without prior authorization or notification; It also allows for the
indefinite detention of anyone suspected of a terrorist plan without charge. The far right is
campaigning for Black Lives Matter to be designated a terrorist organization, and 80 U.S. lawmakers
are calling on the attorney general to prosecute pipeline activists for terrorism. The danger that the
Patriot Act will be used against social movements is therefore very real (sources: John Hayward,
“Petition to Designate Black Live Matter as Terrorist Group Approaches 100K Signatures,” Breitbart,
Jul 11, 2016; Steve Horn, “Congress Works with Big Oil on Letter Suggesting Anti-Pipeline Activists
Face Terrorism Charges,” DeSmog Blog, Nov 3, 2017).

3 Daniel Tanuro, L'impossible capitalisme vert, La Découverte, Paris, 2010.
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believe that the danger of Trumpism was severely underestimated in most quarters, on both
the left and the right. This conviction has only been sharpened by gathering the
documentation for this book. One of the aspects of this underestimation is failure to integrate
the ecological question into the overall analysis.

The book is divided into four parts. The first — Ecce Homo — presents Donald Trump
himself, his schizophrenic personality, his family, his friends, his shady dealings, the means
of his rise. The unexpected victory of the shady billionaire reminds us that individuals can
play a decisive role in history, at times forcing the course of events in a certain direction. It is
therefore important to know what Donald Trump is made of.

The second part — A Brown Elephant in the Room — answers the questions: How could
such an odious individual be elected President of the United States? Who voted for him? And
why? Is Trumpism the misguided expression of a legitimate revolt of the excluded, or the
manifestation of a reactionary protest by rabid petty bourgeois voters against globalization,
demographic change, and social-justice movements? | propose an answer based on analysis
of the electoral results and the motivations of voters.

The third part — Frankenstein in the White House — paints a picture of the first year of
Trumpist rule. We will see that the image of an incompetent and powerless president is far
from reality. Trump is not doing everything he promised to do, but his capacity to cause harm
is far from negligible. In all areas — social, ecological, democratic, economic, judicial,
institutional, geostrategic — the measures he has taken betray the implementation of an
ambitious conservative project, designed and fed by the powerful think tanks of the ultra-
neoliberal and libertarian far right.

The fourth part — The Place of Trumpism in History — is an attempt at a political
characterization of what Trump represents. Is it fascism, Bonapartism, plutocracy? As useful
as they are, don't historical analogies risk hindering the apprehension of what is emerging?
How is the phenomenon rooted specifically in the history of the United States, and how is it,
on the contrary, part of a broader trend towards authoritarian nationalism as a response to
the impasse of globalized neoliberal governance?

Interpreting the story that is in process of being written is always a perilous exercise. The
events of the coming months and years may prove that | was wrong to join the ranks of those
who sound the alarms. | would obviously be the first to welcome this. For now, | can only
hope that the information and arguments gathered here will not have been completely
useless.

I would like to thank Demopolis Editions for requesting this work, based on their interest in a
short essay that | devoted in the heat of the moment, in February 2017, to the significance of
Donald Trump's rise to power.*

It is a great pleasure for me to have collaborated with Bruno, who made the beautiful
illustrations for [the original edition of] this book. His artist's pen shows here what mine
cannot express.

4 http://alencontre.org/ameriques/americnord/usa/la-place-du-trumpisme-dans-lhistoire.html
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| am grateful to Mateo Alaluf, Marie-Agnés Combesque, Thibaut De Meulemeester, Laurent
Hebenstreit, Michel Husson, Daniel Liebmann, Freddy Mathieu and Nicole Vandemaele, for
reading, criticizing and commenting on an early version of this work. Their support was as
valuable as their remarks. The final result, however, is my sole responsibility.

Daniel Tanuro

Jumet, December 10, 2016



"Where would we be if we had to look for the origin of fortunes?"

(Honoré de Balzac, L'Auberge Rouge)

Fred Trump had five children: Maryanne, Frederik, Donald, Elizabeth, and Robert. Frederick,
who was an alcoholic, died in 1981 at the age of 43. He left two children: Fred Jr. and Mary.
When the clan leader died in 1999, Fred Jr. spoke at the ceremony, praising his
grandfather's generosity. Two days later, his wife gave birth to a little William. Unfortunately,
doctors diagnosed the child with a serious and incurable disease requiring very expensive
care at all times. There is no healthcare system worthy of the name in the United States. In
the Trump household, each family member’s health care expenses were covered by the
family business. Uncle Robert reassured Fred Jr. and his wife that the same would obviously
be true for William. Instructions to this effect were even given in writing to the manager of the
family health fund.

But the grandfather's will had an unpleasant surprise in store for Fred Jr. and Mary: they did
not get their fair share. It was as if their father had never existed. As Fred Trump had
suffered from dementia in the last years of his life, the aggrieved heirs suspected dishonesty
on the part of their uncles and aunts, Donald in particular. Donald had been running the
company since the early 1970s, and he had "helped" his father to reformulate his final
wishes. After they filed suit, the judge ruled in favor of the plaintiffs: There had, read the
judgment, been abuse of Fred’s weakness, and the signature at the bottom of the will was
not valid. Fred Jr. and Mary were to receive their share of the estate.

A few days later they received a registered letter from Donald informing them that the
company would no longer pay for their child's treatment.

This anecdote is related by David Cay Johnston in his revelatory book, The Making of
Donald Trump (Melville House), which was widely quoted in the press at the time of its
publication.® A freelance investigative journalist and Pulitzer Prize winner, Johnston had
been following Donald Trump for more than 30 years.

During a book talk in September 2016, the journalist insisted that the case of little William is
much more than a sordid quarrel over inheritance. Everything we know about the “billionaire”
converges on the same conclusion: "No compassion for the family. No empathy for another
person. Because other people to Donald are simply objects to be used ...." ©

“I'm a brand"

Johnston's account is persuasive. When you close the book, you realize that Trump is not
the stupid buffoon that some people like to describe. One should never underestimate an

5 Unless otherwise noted, the facts reported in this chapter are taken from this book.

5 Politics and Prose, Sep 8, 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=19KI_2X2Sfs
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opponent. Donald Trump's dangerousness does not stem from his stupidity or his lack of
logic. Some blame it on his unbalanced, impulsive, unpredictable behavior and his total lack
of moral scruples. The psychology of the character is indeed very worrisome but should not
obscure the fact that Trump is very clever and, in his own way, eminently logical. More
precisely: he perfectly embodies both the cunning character and the perverse logic that are
characteristic of our time.

At first glance, his incessant and narcissistic churning may seem pathetic and messy: Trump
hotels, Trump casinos, Trump vodka, Trump golf courses, Trump airlines, Trump football
team, Trump clothing and perfume lines, Trump ties, Trump university, Trump wrestling ...
not to mention the reality TV shows starring Trump.... All of this is drenched in monied
mediocrity, but Donald mocks those who mock him and despises those who despise him.
Quality does not matter to him; the only thing that counts in his eyes is the quantity of the
common denominator that allows him to own them all: money. “You laugh? | am glad. In the
meantime, | accumulate, and whoever laughs last laughs best."

"The capitalist functions as capital personified." "His will and his conscience reflect only the
needs of the capital he represents." "He is, like the miser, dominated by his blind passion for
abstract wealth, value." But competition, which imposes its coercive laws on the capitalist,
"does not allow him to retain his capital without extending it, and he can only extend it by
means of progressive accumulation. Ultimately, to accumulate is to conquer the world of
social wealth, to extend one's personal dominion, to increase the number of one's subjects
— it is to sacrifice to an insatiable ambition.” Written 150 years ago, these sentences by Karl
Marx seem tailor-made to describe Donald Trump.’

“I'm a brand," Trump once said. “I'm building a brand. Everything | do, | do with the best
quality, with the best taste. That's why | want to do business with your company."® That's a
very enlightening quote: Donald Trump defines himself as “capital personified,” as the
incarnation of an impersonal will of which he is only the vector. “His” development as an
individual coincides with his construction as a brand, and his relationships with others take
the alienated form of relationships between things — “my brand,” “your company.”

Donald Trump's entire adult life personifies a sum of money running in all directions in search
of more money. Twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. With an iron will, fierce
energy, obscene exhibitionism, and a ridiculous thirst for recognition.

Do as | say, notas | do

In this frenzied race, it is an understatement to say that "Trump's conscience only reflects the
needs of the capital he represents”. What consciousness, by the way? As a candidate and
then as a president, Trump castigates the competition from China, yet the capitalist Donald
had garments in his clothing line made in low-wage countries.® "Do as | say, not as | do":
This schizophrenia is found in all areas.

7 Karl Marx, Capital, Vol. 1, Chap. 24, Sec. 3, "Division of Surplus Value into Capital and Revenue."

& Michael Kranish & Marc Fisher, Trump Revealed. The Definitive Biography of the 45th President,
Simon and Schuster, 2017, p. 223.

9 Michael Kranish & Marc Fisher, op. cit.



David Cay Johnston writes, “Trump presents himself as the most ardent law-and-order
politician ever. Yet throughout his adult life Trump sought out — and worked closely with —
more than a score of criminals, including Mafia associates, Russian mob associates, violent
felons, con artists, swindlers, and most significant of all, the embezzler and mob associate
Joseph Weichselbaum, a thrice-convicted felon.”°

The relationship between Weichselbaum and Trump was indeed very special. The former
operated Damin Aviation, a helicopter company in New Jersey; the latter owned Trump
Plaza, a casino in Atlanta City, New Jersey. In 1984, the latter chose the former's company
to transport his wealthy clients and to maintain his personal helicopter. Weichselbaum had
already accumulated two criminal convictions, and Damin Aviation was less competitive than
its rivals; the company had gone bankrupt and reconstituted itself several times under new
names. Curiously, none of this bothered Donald: Even after he stopped operating
helicopters, Weichselbaum continued to earn a salary of $100,000 a year and a chauffeured
car, all on the books of ... Trump Plaza.

That's not all. In 1985, Joseph Weichselbaum was indicted for involvement with a major drug
trafficking operation out of a company he owned near Miami, Florida. New Jersey has some
strict regulations to keep criminal elements away from its casinos. An operating license for a
casino can be granted only to people with no ties to criminals. New Jersey authorities want to
prevent Atlanta City from becoming another capital of organized crime, a second Las Vegas.
Trump was therefore facing a very big risk. In his own interest, he should have broken with
Weichselbaum immediately. But he did not do so. On the contrary, he rented one of his
luxurious New York apartments to the accused trafficker for a rather modest rent, half paid
for in helicopter services.

What followed was even more astonishing: after pleading guilty, Weichselbaum’s attorneys
requested that he be sentenced in Florida, where the crime took place, or in New York,
where he lived. Instead, his case wound up being assigned to a New Jersey judge, none
other than ... Maryanne Trump Barry, Donald's older sister. Upon reflection, she recused
herself, explaining privately to the chief judge that she and her husband — a lawyer for
Trump Plaza — had travelled in the defendant's helicopters.

With sentencing assigned to another judge, Trump wrote a letter to the judge pleading for a
lenient sentence for Weichselbaum, whom Trump described as a "conscientious, upright and
diligent man, a benefit to the community."

Apparently, at no time was the justice system surprised that federal judge Maryanne Trump
Barry had ridden in the helicopter of a drug trafficker. Did invesigators ever question Trump
about what he was receiving in exchange for Weichselbaum’s solicitude: Was Weichselbaum
supplying him with cocaine, or prostitutes, to satisfy Trump Plaza’s casino patrons? These
guestions were necessary, because Trump Plaza went out of its way to satisfy the whims of
its good customers: So-and-so drank only Dom Pérignon champagne, so-and-so, a notorious

1© David Kay Johnston, "The Drug Trafficker Donald Trump Risked His Casino Empire to Protect,” The
Daily Beast, Dec. 16, 2018. http://www.thedailybeast.com/the-drug-trafficker-donald-trump-risked-his-
casino-empire-to-protect
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mafioso, could not stand that a black croupier was operating at his gaming table!*. Their
wishes were met. But on the drug needs of some clients, the investigators strangely lacked
curiosity.

Trump's plea to the sentencing judge did not fall on deaf ears: While the “second knives”
received 20-year sentences, Weichselbaum got off with 18 months in prison.

A shady family tradition

There's a lot to be said about Trump's ties to organized crime, and we'll return to that later. At
this stage, we know enough to clarify the notion of “personified capital.” Capital exists
concretely only through its specific forms.

So, what form is embodied in Donald Trump?

Criminal capital? He interacted extensively with organized crime, but he did not make a
fortune in the trafficking of drugs, weapons, human organs, or prostitutes. To say that he
personifies mafia capital would therefore be inaccurate. Trump also doesn't really represent
finance capital, much less industrial capital. Merchant capital, then? He sells and buys a lot,
but this category does not suit him well, either. Typically, merchant capital is characterized by
a certain sectoral specialization; above all, this form is not enough to encompass Trump's
thuggery, which is both systematic and unusual.

To understand the nature of this unscrupulous individual, dishonest without being outright
mafia-like, we will propose the category of “capital interlope” [which translates roughly to
“shady capital” in English. Tr.] According to the Centre national de ressources textuelles et
lexicales, the French "interlope" comes from the Old English "to interlope" and means "to run
between two parties and reap the advantage that one should take over the other." In the
merchant marine of the 17th century, the verb meant to trade by sea to the detriment of the
rights and privileges of a company. The expression "interlope vessel" then designated "a
merchant ship that traffics illegally in countries granted to a trading company" — hence "to
enter and trade in a domain reserved for others." By extension, the French adjective
“interlope” is synonymous with “shady, suspicious, fraudulent.”?

"Running between two parties and reaping the advantage that one should take over the
other" is a Trump family tradition. After immigrating to the United States from Germany,
Donald's grandfather Friedrich Trump began filling his pockets during a gold rush in Eastern
Canada. Rather than panning or digging in the ground for gold, Friedrich chose to extract the
precious metal from the pockets of prospectors thanks to a restaurant-hotel-brothel he built
on land that did not belong to him. (This was less tiring and more profitable.) The clever
young man had the good sense to flee before the arrival of the mounted police. Back in the

1n 1992 Trump Plaza was fined $200,000 for removing Black dealers from the gaming table of
Robert Libutti, a mob boss and a major customer of the casino. Report of the Division of Gaming
Enforcement to the Casino Control Commission, "Supplemental Report on the Qualifications of Donald
J. Trump", Dec. 1, 1992. Quoted in Ted Rall, Trump, a Graphic Biography, Seven Stories Press, 2016.

12 https://www.cnrtl.fr/definition/interlope/
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United States, he felt he had found his vocation and set up other businesses of the same
kind. With success: By the end of his life, he had accumulated half a million dollars.

Donald's father, Fred, followed the same path. Based in New York, he opted to be an
entrepreneur. During World War Il, he won public contracts for the construction of
apartments near naval bases in Pennsylvania and Virginia. This experience proved very
valuable to him after the conflict. One of his biggest stunts consisted of misappropriating $4
million of federal subsidies for the construction of veteran housing. Fred Trump built 27,000
units. His fraud technique was very simple: He inflated costs to the maximum on paper and
squeezed them to the minimum on construction sites. To do this, Fred benefited from his
association with Willie Tomasello, a mafioso capable of quickly providing him with cash and
materials ... and guaranteeing labor peace on construction sites.

Forced in 1954 to explain himself before an official commission of inquiry, Fred Trump gave
various explanations, each more implausible than the last, and counterattacked by
complaining that his reputation had been tarnished. He was blacklisted but that was his only
punishment. However, the affair caught up with him in 1966. Already flanked by Donald, he
bought Steeplechase Park, a once popular Coney Island amusement park that had closed.
At this site, Trump-the-father wanted to build high-end apartments. But the project was
rejected because of the developer's track record and strong criticism of the way his
speculative practices were driving the poor out of their neighborhoods.** What did Fred
Trump do? He organized a big party and summoned the press. Champagne flowed freely,
and a troop of pretty young women in bikinis handed out bricks to the participants. The press
photographers were delighted. At the signal, the guests were invited to throw the bricks at
the large stained-glass facade of the Steeplechase Pavilion, knocking out the teeth of the
enormous Funny Face character who was the symbol of the attraction. The message was
clear: Fred Trump is powerful and does not brook vexation.

Donald Trump, champion of the racket

His son Donald learned early on to "run between two parties to reap the advantage that one
should take over the other." He is a tireless “champion” at the game. Lying, bluffing,
defrauding, threatening, exploiting the slightest legal loophole, elbowing, crushing feet,
stepping on heads, vacillating without pause between crime and legality, jumping from one
thing to another like a goat, Fred's son used all means to inflate his father's fortune. In four
decades, he increased it from about $300 million (in today's value) to nearly $5 billion. An
undeniable capitalist success, greatly facilitated by neoliberal deregulation since the early
1980s.

13 At the end of the 1980s, Trump’s real estate speculation was already internationally known. Félix
Guattari denounced it in these terms: "Just as mutant and monstrous algae invade the Venetian
lagoon, so (...) another species of algae, this time related to social ecology, consists of this freedom of
proliferation that is left to men like Donald Trump, who take over entire neighborhoods of New York,
Atlantic City, etc. to 'renovate’ them. [This they do] by increasing rents and at the same time turning
away tens of thousands of poor families, most of whom are condemned to become homeless, the
equivalent here of the dead fish of environmental ecology"” (Trois écologies, Paris, Galilée, 1989).

1 https://coneyislandhistory.org/
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Systematic fraud is the hallmark of shady capital. Donald Trump made an art of it. His share
of the credit for this is limited: The system invited him to do so. U.S. law allows developers
who have no other professional activity to deduct from their income the future depreciation of
their properties. Therefore, a developer who inflates the value of his or her property also
inflates the amount of the deductible devaluation.

Trump used and abused this trick to the point of succeeding a very large number of times
(we don't know exactly how many) in putting himself in the fictitious situation of the billionaire
with no income who pays no taxes. He reported losses of $406,379 in 1978 and $3.4 million
in 1979. Later, concerned about his ability to run a casino, the New Jersey Gaming
Administration investigated and noted that he had paid no income tax in 1991 and 1993. The
report even noted that Trump's losses were so great that he would remain completely
exempted from paying contributions for many years.

Johnston provides a numerical example: "Trump says that NBC paid him $65 million for
Celebrity Apprentice in both 2011 and 2012.%° If he was actually paid that much, his federal
income tax should have been close to $23 million. However, if Trump had $65 million or
more in depreciation on his buildings, he could report zero income and pay no tax. But the
tax bill is not eliminated. According to the law, tax is deferred into the future. The 23 million
are therefore the economic equivalent of a loan from Uncle Sam at 0% interest. One day, this
loan must be repaid. Typically, real estate investments last two decades, so let's imagine that
Trump invests this loan for twenty years at a net annual rate of 10%. When it was time to
repay it, he would write a check for $23 million to the Treasury and keep the profit from his
investment: $130 million. This is how Congress enriches people like Trump.”

But fraud and tax optimization were not enough to satisfy Donald. Not only did he want to
enrich himself like his father: He wanted to rise to the top. He wanted to build luxury towers in
upscale neighborhoods, not shabby apartments in Queens. He wanted to take his revenge
on the good society that looked down on him as an upstart, the son of an upstart, and the
grandson of an upstart.

To achieve such a vast ambition, it was necessary to pull off a great coup, as quickly as
possible. Donald chose to strike in Manhattan, symbol of wealth and power. Thus was born
the first Trump Tower, the one that remains today his symbol and headquarters — a project
of dizzying audacity to which Trump mercilessly applied the recipes learned from the
collaboration with his father.

Skyscrapers, Mafia and undocumented immigrants

In 2015, candidate Trump shook up the electoral scene by promising to deport 11 million
undocumented immigrants and to build a wall on the southern border in order to ban forever
the entry into the United States of Mexican "criminals, drug traffickers, rapists."”

Thirty-five years earlier, the businessman Donald had called on a Polish window washer to
provide him with 200 undocumented compatriots to destroy the art nouveau building located
on the site of his future tower. The workers worked in two 12-hour shifts, seven days a week.

15 The Apprentice and The Celebrity Apprentice are two reality TV shows in which Trump was both the
producer and the star. Cf. Chapter 2.
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They had no helmets, gloves, or masks, even though there was asbestos in the building.
Many of them slept on the ground at the construction site. Poverty wages, between $4 and
$5 an hour (less than half the union wage), were paid irregularly, if at all. Those who resisted
were threatened with deportation.

Workers had the courage to file complaints, but some of their cases lasted up to 18 years.
Trump dragged them out with the help of his adviser, Roy Cohn. Former right-hand man of
Senator Joseph McCarthy during the "communist witch hunts" after World War Il — as a
young lawyer, he pushed to send Ethel Rosenberg to the electric chair in 1953 — Cohn was
an ultra-reactionary, racist, brutal, and combative lawyer.

This reputation did not bother the Trumps. Quite the contrary: In the early 1970s, Donald and
his father chose Cohn to defend themselves against federal justice. At that time the two men
were being sued for racial discrimination in apartment rentals. The racism was blatant,
massive, systematic, and organized, but Cohn advised the defendants to deny it outright and
to counterattack by demanding $100 million dollars in damages.

That was his tactic: to be as threatening as possible, to attract the attention of the media with
hateful statements and huge lies. This style pleased Donald very much. He asserted that the
accusation of racism was intended to prevent him from helping the poor (whites).

Years later, he confided his admiration for the lawyer. In many ways, Cohn was his mentor in
business and in politics.®

Let's go back to the Trump Tower. To build it, Donald hired a ready-mix concrete company
controlled by two notorious New York mob bosses: Anthony "Fat Tony" Salerno and Paul
Castellano. As luck would have it, Roy Cohn was their legal advisor. They also controlled the
local branch of the House Wreckers Union Local 95. The Polish workers were not unionized,
but "union" dues were deducted from their wages — when wages were even paid .}” The
delivery of concrete by truck was also in the hands of organized crime: the drivers' union
(Teamsters Local 282) was under the control of Jim Cody, a corrupt union leader who was a
friend of Trump (Cody was later convicted and imprisoned for racketeering). No wonder that
the strike in the New York construction industry in the summer of 1982 did not interrupt the
erection of the tower. Interruption was out of the question: Trump was in a hurry and was
playing big, because the project was based on a perilous financial package, and his creditors
were hot on his heels.

16 Michelle Dean, “A mentor in shamelessness: the man who taught Trump the power of publicity,” The
Guardian, Apr 20, 2016.

17 Under a “union security agreement” (to be discussed in Chapter V), an employer can agree to
deduct union dues (or an “agency fee”) from all workers’ paychecks in a unionized shop. When the
member who’d been in charge of collecting dues for Local 95 filed a lawsuit attesting that funds had
been embezzled to the detriment of the union. Trump claimed to have been unaware of the existence
of undocumented immigrants on the construction site. Constance L. Hays, “Judge Says Trump Tower
Builders Cheated Union on Pension Funds,“ The New York Times, Apr 27, 1991.
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From leverage to “Too big to fail”

According to Ted Rall's graphic biography of Donald,'® Fred Trump had little recourse to
borrowing. It was different with his son. From his studies at the Wharton School (University of
Pennsylvania’s business school), Donald had above all grasped the importance of financial
leverage — using credit as a means of increasing available liquidity, therefore the size of
investments, and therefore the volume of income to repay the loan ... so long as all went
well. Thus, in addition to strategically reorienting towards high-end markets, borrowing to the
maximum became Donald’s major innovation in the family business.

Rall humorously imagines a dialogue between father and son: "We can get even bigger,
Dad. Tenant rents will cover debt service on the loans. If the housing market collapses, who
cares? Let the banks repossess. We’'ll already have our money out.” As soon as he had
taken the reins, Donald applied this recipe systematically, with a recklessness that should
have caused him to topple.

It will not have escaped the readers' notice that this financial leverage mechanism is
precisely the one that played a nasty trick on investors during the global economic crisis of
2007-8. In fact, it was no coincidence that this tornado first touched ground in the U.S. real
estate sector. Subprime mortgages and financial derivatives were just chess moves to try to
alleviate a classic crisis of housing overproduction. But the crisis could not be postponed
forever: Sooner or later, the bubble had to burst.

The inevitable eruption did all the more damage because the bubble had been swollen for a
long time. World capitalism came out of it as well as it could (rather badly, because nothing
has been resolved; we will come back to this in Chapter IV) — thanks to the good old method
of socializing losses (of the banks and of the car factories).

As a reminder, the crisis broke out in October. George Bush the younger was preparing to
leave the White House, and Barack Obama was soon to arrive. Given the transition between
the two presidents, the Republican and Democratic teams worked together to concoct a
rescue plan. It was absolutely cynical. While millions of people lost their jobs and homes, the
U.S. central bank (“the Fed”) made $7.7 trillion available to the financial sector that had
created the crisis in the first place.

We will return to the political consequences of this enormous social injustice in the next
chapter. Let us reflect for the moment on the principle underlying the rescue plan. It was
simply this: The big banks, unlike ordinary citizens, were decreed “too big to fail.” This same
principle had saved Donald Trump some 15 years earlier. If he had not benefited from it, he
would have gone bankrupt, would not have recovered, and would have left the stage of
History.

We lend only to the rich

Trump presents himself as a modern-day Midas. Nothing could be further from the truth. He
has passed into the abyss bankruptcy six times, but each time he escaped it: through

18 Ted Rall, Trump. A Graphic Biography, Seven Stories Press, 2016. The author has twice won the Robert
Kennedy Journalism Prize.
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blackmail, complicity, and by exploiting legislation that is particularly favorable to
businesses.?

Before becoming a graphic journalist, Ted Rall was employed in the lending department of
the Industrial Bank of Japan in New York. In 1991 Trump applied to the bank for a loan for
the Taj Mahal, one of his Atlanta City casinos. The head of the bank thought it would be
"very prestigious to work with Donald Trump." Rall was reluctant, pointing out that the so-
called multibillionaire was actually in debt by $300 million.

Trump went elsewhere to get his loans, and he got them.?° Six months later, he had a noose
around his neck. His debts had mounted to $3.2 billion, of which $833.5 million was
personally guaranteed.

"Without an agreement with all the creditors,” David Cay Johnston wrote, “Trump would have
been faced with a domino effect, a chain of uncontrolled bankruptcies." Kranish and Fisher
confirm this in their biography: Donald was almost desperate.?!

But the State of New Jersey came to his rescue. Too big to fail. The government helped him
to reach a deal. His creditors were trapped: They had loaned money to Trump based on his
perceived reputation without checking his financial strength. Although unfavorable to them
and clearly favorable to Trump, the deal was for them a lesser evil. Trump committed only to
reducing his monthly expenses from $583,000 (about $1 million in 2016 dollars) to $450,000
($770,000 in 2016 dollars).?2

Why such a generous allowance in an agreement with a quasi-bankrupt? Because the
bankers felt that Trump had to keep up appearances of his wealth to be able to sell his
assets and thus honor his debt restructuring plan. “We only lend to the rich,” so they say.
Between Donald and financiers, it was always, "I've got you, you’ve got me, by the goatee."

The anecdote of Rall's former bank boss highlights a central element of Trump's business
plan: Construct a brand image, then exploit "symbolic capital,” in particular to dupe the
financial backers on whom the implementation of leverage depends.

This aspect should not be underestimated. Rall sums up Trump's cynical calculation in the
face of his creditors: “Trump’s posture is, if you're stupid enough to believe his sales pitch,
you deserve what you get.” For his part, he feels no dishonor in not paying his debts. It is an
understatement to say that the context lends itself to such behavior.

Since the end of the “Glorious Thirty” [as France refers to the postwar economic boom period
roughly 1945-75 - tr.], capitalism has been floundering in the overproduction of commaodities.
The result is a plethora of money capital that has nowhere to go. Financiers are constantly

19 Michelle Lee, “Fact Check: Has Trump declared bankruptcy four or six times?“ Washington Post,
Sept. 27, 2016. Unlike Chapter 7, which organizes the liquidation of bankrupt companies, Chapter 11
of the U.S. bankruptcy code allows companies to reorganze themselves under the supervision of a
federal court by eliminating a large part of their debts in exchange for a plan to repay the rest.

2 Ted Rall, op. cit.
21 M. Kranish & M. Fisher, op. cit. p. 195.
22 D.C. Johnston, The Making, op. cit. pp 85-94.
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on the lookout for opportunities to add value. Neoliberal deregulation multiplies these, but
competition is ruthless, and one must move quickly.

Thus, taken in a hurry, financial decisions become based in part on irrational criteria such as
the "prestige" of working with Donald Trump, a veritable “real estate giant,” a Wharton
graduate ... and a frequent face in the tabloids.

Branding and bluff as business model

The promoter's bloated narcissism helped him to understand very quickly the advantages he
could draw from this reality. As early as 1985, Trump strutted in front of the media claiming
that he was buying Mar-a-Lago, the luxury estate in Palm Beach, Florida, that the wealthy
Marjorie Merryweather Post had ceded to the federal government with the wish, never
realized, to make it a winter residence for presidents. “I'm putting $5 million on the table, plus
$3 million for furniture, cash," Donald boasted. In reality, he personally only paid ... $2,800!
Chase Manhattan loaned him the entire sum (and even $2 million more). Trump requested
that the loan not be recorded as long as the monthly payments were made and he pledged
his personal "assets" as collateral. The bank complacently accepted his terms (a fine
example of the crony capitalism that Trump denounced during his campaign). Five years
later, when the truth about Trump's “wealth" came to light — that there was none — many
banks complained that other banks had advanced money to the businessman based on his
personal guarantee, without the loans having been recorded.

Getting people talking about him in the media, bluffing about his wealth to extract loans from
banks, and lying to hide his shady activity: These elements became increasingly important in
Trump's “business plan.” He acted consciously and methodically to become a brand, so that
his name became a symbol of grandeur, luxury, easy living, easy money, and easy success

with women. A “bling-bling” symbol visible from afar.

Trump’s “reality” TV series The Apprentice played a major role in this branding strategy
(more on that in the next chapter). From that point on, Trump's business increasingly relied
on selling licenses to other investors for the use of his name. He set the conditions, without
having to pay a cent, without being responsible for the working conditions of the staff
employed, and without any consequences that could reflect on him.

This game is better than in the casino: You never lose. In fact, Trump-the-capitalist
underwent a metamorphosis: His real estate assets became more and more speculative and
financial than real while remaining embodied in a creature shadier than ever. Suddenly, the
promoter conceived himself an exceptional being: he was no longer just Donald, he was “The
Donald” — the Donald, both creator and incarnation of the Trump Organization — father,
son, and Holy Spirit.

Marx commented ironically on the schizophrenia of the capitalist forced to choose between
enjoyment and accumulation: “With the development of the capitalist mode of production,
with the growth of accumulation and wealth, the capitalist ceases to be merely the
incarnation of capital. He begins to feel a human warmth toward his own Adam, and his
education gradually enables him to smile at his former enthusiasm for asceticism, as an old-
fashioned miser’s prejudice. While the capitalist of the classical type brands individual
consumption as a sin against his function, as ‘abstinence’ from accumulating, the
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modernized capitalist is capable of viewing accumulation as ‘renunciation’ of pleasure. “Two
souls, alas, do dwell within his breast. The one is ever parting from the other.””%?

Two “souls” dwell in Donald Trump's heart, indeed, but, despite his taste for ostentatious
luxury (kitsch), he seems to have never ceased to be a "mere incarnation of capital" without
"human warmth towards his own Adam." In 1990, to flush out New York's stingiest billionaire,
a satirical magazine sent $1.11 checks to fifty-eight wealthy people without explanation.
Those who cashed the check received another one, for half the sum, and so on until it was
reduced to 13 cents. At that time there were only two beneficiaries left: Donald Trump and
his friend Adnan Khashoggi, a Saudi arms dealer, considered at the time to be the richest
man in the world.

Even after he had truly become wealthy, Donald remained on the lookout for the tiniest
droplet of value, the tiniest opportunity for more accumulation. Perhaps his near-bankruptcy
in 1991 had led him to understand the classical adage “the Tarpeian Rock is close to the
Capitol” — meaning, a fall from grace can come very quickly.

In 2015 a few goats were grazing on his golf course in Bedminster, New Jersey. Goats on a
golf course? Yes, of course, because then it could be declared as a farm and Trump would
benefit from a reduced tax rate!

"When you're a star, you can do anything"

Yet even the most hardened of surplus value hunters cannot escape capitalist schizophrenia.
“Trump” having become Donald's enterprise, the latter designed the former's advertising
according to his personal inclinations. Women paid the price because, if humans in general
are objects in the eyes of Trump-the-capital, women are sexual objects in the eyes of
Donald-the-creature. We know the famous recording where he salivates and says: “l just
start kissing them.... When you’re a star, they let you do it. You can do anything. Grab ’em
by the pussy. You can do anything.” This was only the tip of the iceberg of his machismo.
The branding-based business plan shamelessly systematized the commodification of
women's bodies, both for Donald's personal pleasure and for the promotion of the Trump
brand.

In the early 2000s Trump bought the Miss Universe, Miss USA, and Miss Teen USA beauty
pageants. "To turn around a business that was losing momentum," he said in an interview.
He fired from the jury a person who valued the intelligence of the candidates, imposed
requirements for smaller swimsuits and higher heels, assumed the right to enter the women'’s
dressing rooms at any time "for inspection,” and decreed the "Trump rule" to “avoid errors by
the jury”: After doing his own close inspection of the field, he would demand that each beauty
contestant name another contestant they felt was beautiful enough to make it to the second
round.

Donald saw the candidates as his possessions, mere transitory forms of Trump's existence
as capital, and satisfied his perversion in the process. A Venezuelan laureate was accused

2 Karl Marx, op. cit.
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of gaining weight: Combining racism with sexism, Trump publicly denounced her. The
unfortunate woman became "Miss Pig" or "Miss Cleaning Lady.”

"He treated us like cattle," one candidate would later say. Several of the women complained
of touching, indecent propositions, contemptuous comments, and more.?* Trump denied
everything outright and went on the counterattack, as Cohn had taught him. But the
complainants did not back off. They threw down the gauntlet.

The Miss Universe 2015 pageant was set to take place in the United States in July. Three
weeks earlier Trump had launched his famous tirade against Mexicans, which prompted an
outcry. Members of the jury, sponsors, and television companies withdrew from the event.
The tycoon had to buy NBC's shares in the contest before selling it in a hurry. Trump capital
was thus forced to abandon an investment because of Donald’s machismo and racism.

A blow to pride, no doubt, and to libido, probably, but not to the wallet: In 15 years of owning
the contest, Trump recovered his initial investment several times over. The objectification of
women's bodies turned out to have been very profitable.

Moreover, it sparked the development of new business relationships with Russian oligarchs
close to Vladimir Putin.

A smell of bleach...

Aras Agalarov is one of them. A real estate developer, he heads the Crocus Group. He has
been decorated with the Order of Honor by Russian president Vladimir Putin. His son and
collaborator, Emin, is considered a pop star singer. In January 2013, a few weeks before
being decorated in the Kremlin, Agalarov met Trump in Las Vegas where the Miss Universe
pageant was taking place.

An agreement was reached: Agalarov paid for a new beauty pageant to be held in Moscow in
November at the Crocus Group’s premises. Candidates for the title would be asked to
appear for free in the video clip of Amor, one of Emin Agalarov’s works. Trump himself
agreed to play a role in it without remuneration — on the contrary, he thanked and effusively
praised his new friends.

The explanation for this extravagance? Trump had been trying to penetrate the Russian
market since the days of Gorbachev ... without success. At last, on the sidelines of the
competition, his hosts introduced him to other oligarchs and to military and political leaders.

Back home, Donald tagged the Agalarovs in an enthusiastic tweet: "You have done a
FANTASTIC job. TRUMP TOWER-MOSCOW is next." An agreement was being drafted. It
seems that the project was set aside after the presidential election, but Emin hit the nail on
the head by posting a photo of his father, Donald, and himself on Instagram, accompanied by
this flattering message: "The sky is the limit. Congratulations Mr President.”*

24 Tessa Stuart, “A Timeline of Donald Trump’s Creepiness While He Owned Miss Universe,” Rolling
Stone, Oct 12, 2016.

25 M. Thowey and S. Eder, “How a Pageant Led to a Trump Son’s Meeting with a Russian Lawyer,*
New York Times, Jul 10, 2017
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The sky is the limit, indeed: Trump's capitalist appetite is as insatiable as his vanity is
ridiculous.

The Moscow Trump Tower has not (yet?) materialized, but the Trumpist branding has borne
fruit in other republics of the former USSR. Adam Davidson, an investigative journalist at the
New Yorker, devoted two long articles to Trump's "investments" in Batumi, Georgia and in
Baku, Azerbaijan.?® Quotation marks are in order, because Donald did not commit a single
dollar to these operations: He peddled his name, period. Developers reportedly paid him a
million dollars for the right to name a luxury building they planned to build in Batumi, on the
Black Sea, “Trump Tower.” In exchange for this sum, Donald allegedly agreed to run a
promotional campaign in Georgia. At the same time, he is said to have given a brief boost to
the president at the time, the ultra-neoliberal Mikhail Saakashvili. The tower was not built.

In Baku, Azerbaijan, Trump had an even more lucrative deal: a brand licensing arrangement
expected to bring him $2.8 million. An unoccupied building exists; lvanka Trump even visited
the construction site. It's supposed to be a luxury hotel, but it's located in a part of the city
where a wealthy guest will never set foot.

In both cases, the facts gathered by Davidson give off a strong whiff of fraud and money
laundering from partners known for their shady activities (in the case of Baku, these partners
have been linked to the Iranian Revolutionary Guard!). U.S. law, after September 11,
requires U.S. investors abroad to take every precaution to avoid such situations. The
penalties for offenders are severe.

Tyranny within, dictatorship without

Typically, a business model based on branding requires a vigilant media review policy aimed
at identifying and quickly countering information that could have a negative effect on the
brand's reputation. Multinationals, especially those who offer services or produce consumer
goods, pay people to watch over their brands. In the case of Donald Trump, the matter is
doubly delicate because the model is based exclusively on the flashy oversized media image
of an individual who embodies shady capital.

The flesh of this capital is weak, to say the least. His villainy must absolutely be concealed,
probably even from those close to him. Ultimately, Trump must ensure that Donald's
reputation is defended, and vice versa. If he conducts a SWOT analysis?’ (strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities, threats) of his business, as he would have been trained to do at
Wharton, the “billionaire” would put Trump's successful branding in the “strengths” and
“‘opportunities” boxes. On the other hand, the “weaknesses” and “threats” boxes would
include the regularly updated inventory of rot that Donald has been dragging behind him for
nearly half a century: sexism, racism, homophobia, links with organized crime, connections

26 Adam Davidson, “Trump’s Business of Corruption,” The New Yorker, Aug 21, 2017, and “Donald
Trump’s Worst Deal,“ The New Yorker, Mar 13, 2017 .

27 A SWOT grid is a management tool for analyzing a company's strengths, weaknesses, opportunities
and threats. https://www.investopedia.com/terms/s/swot.asp
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with the far right.?® Doctor Trump and Mister Donald are tugging in different directions within
the business model.

To manage this conflict, Trump put into practice the lessons of his mentor Roy Cohn: to deny
outright and violently counterattack each time his person is questioned.

Over the past 30 years, Donald Trump has been involved in more than 4,000 legal actions —
one every three days or so. A record. Trump generally deployed a completely
disproportionate legal arsenal to crush opponents with limited resources — tenants, for
example. His slightest opponent has been threatened with a lawsuit seeking astronomical
damages.?® No one escapes. Interviewed on television in 1989, Abraham Wallach, a real
estate market specialist, had the nerve to claim that Trump had abused financial leverage
and that his empire was on the verge of collapse. It was the strict truth; it would not take long
to confirm the facts. The billionaire immediately sued him for defamation, demanding $250
million in damages for criticizing his business acumen on TV ... then took Wallach into his
service.*® Wallach helped him escape the financial rut. There are few "whistleblowers" within
the Trump Organization: Donald demands total "loyalty" from his employees — in his own
words — and he has the means to impose it.

Tyranny within, dictatorship without, absolute personal power: These are symbolized by the
punchline "You're fired!" from his TV series The Apprentice. These traits of Trumpism do not
only stem from Donald's despotic and moody personality. They are engraved in the logic of
his business plan and resonate with the tendency of neoliberalism in general towards
authoritarianism. (We will come back to this in Chapter 1V).

In an economy of information and images, where the media play a major role in the
valorization and reproduction of capital, the social and political implications are extremely
worrying. "To conquer the world of social wealth, to extend one's personal dominion, to
increase the number of one's subjects": This is the obligation imposed on every capitalist.
The authoritarian tendency that stems from this is common to capitalism in general.

However, the more Trump grows in power, the more this tendency takes on the paroxysmal
form of total war against all those — judges, journalists, trade unionists, regulators — who
could bring him down by revealing his turpitudes ... and those of his friends.

Like locusts on Egypt

Because it's not just Trump. "Birds of a feather flock together,” they say. In fact, the entire
clique that gravitates around Donald Trump the president is of the same ilk. Sons and
daughters, sons-in-law and daughters-in-law, friends and friends’ spouses: A whole gang of
predators, greedy and unscrupulous, have descended on the White House like locusts on

28 |n 1927, Fred Trump was arrested by the New York police because he refused to obey an order to
disband a Ku Klux Klan demonstration in which he was participating. Donald's relationship with the far
right will be discussed later in this book.

2 “Donald Trump Three decades; 4,095 lawsuits,” USA Today

30 Michael Kranish & Marc Fisher, Trump Revealed: The Definitive Biography of the 45" President,
Scribner, p. 296.

21



Egypt. They voraciously devour everything they can, as fast as they can, and you can almost
hear them muttering in petto, like Napoleon's mother: "Let's hope it lasts."

Naomi Klein, the author of No Logo, tells an anecdote about Melania Trump that says a lot.-*!
Shortly before entering the White House, she filed a lawsuit against the Daily Mail for alleging
that she had worked as an escort. No one would reproach Ms. Knavs (from her Slovenian
birth name, which she Germanized as Knauss) for having defended her reputation as a
working model. But how did she estimate the damage suffered at $150 million?

The Daily Mail answered the question when it announced that an out-of-court settlement had
been reached (for an undisclosed sum) and apologized. The outlet acknowledged that the
attack on Melania Trump was likely to reduce the profits of the multi-product brand she
planned to launch in the future. Given her fame as first lady, she estimated that this
hypothetical trademark had the potential for "several million dollars of business relationships
over a period of several years, during which the plaintiff would be one of the most
photographed women in the world.” As Naomi Klein notes, it is unusual to obtain damages
based on the supposed profitability of a future investment plan. And Klein concludes: "This
clearly shows that the Trumps see the presidency as a short-term investment to inflate the
value of their brand in the long term."

An investment for the benefit of their brand, or rather their brands: This is indeed what the
White House represents first and foremost for these people. While the Trump sons manage
the Trump Organization on Dad's behalf and make the most of Dad's presidency, the one the
media calls the “first daughter” is following in Dad’s footsteps.

The manufacture of the clothing and shoes for the Ivanka Trump line is subcontracted to G-lll
Apparel Group, which has the exclusive license. The firm contracts with companies in
Vietnam, Bangladesh, and Latin America, but the bulk of lvanka Trump's junk is made in a
Chinese factory. Eighty workers without union representation are forced to work 57 hours a
week to earn barely or less than the legal minimum wage. Staff have five days off per year.

Chinese law limits overtime to 36 hours per month, but G-Il Apparel Group flouts the law.
According to inspectors from the Fair Labor Association, workers worked up to 82 hours of
overtime per month between September 2015 and August 2016. This period owes nothing to
chance: with the Trump brand making the most of Donald’s electoral breakthrough, the
Ivanka brand could hardly let this fleeting opportunity pass by ("Let's hope it lasts"): Between
October 2016 and April 2017, G-1ll Apparel Group imported 110 tons of blouses and skirts
into the United States, selling for $79 and $148 dollars, respectively.

Donald has benefited all his life from the complicity of state apparatuses. His daughter
seems to enjoy strong support from the Chinese authorities. Activists from the NGO China
Labor Watch know something about this. Three of them, who were unwittingly investigating
firms working for the Ivanka Trump brand, were harassed by the police. While they were
particularly interested in the working conditions in a shoe factory belonging to the Chinese

31 Naomi Klein, No Is Not Enough. Defeating the New Shock Politics, Penguin 2017, ebook

32 “China factory of firm making lvanka Trump fashion broke rules on overtime and worker benefits,
audit finds,“ South China Morning Post, Apr 26, 2017
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multinational Huajian, one was arrested, the other two disappeared for more than a month.*
Hua Haifeng, a former worker and trade unionist turned professional labor rights activist, is
adamant that his 30 days in detention were the product of lvanka Trump's ties to the
company's management and the Chinese regime.3*

The daughter of the president of the United States differs from her father on this point: If
Donald has a crush on Vladimir Putin, Ivanka seems to prefer Xi Jinping. Don't look for the
origin of this disagreement at the level of ideas. It is at the level of the wallet. Simply, the first
daughter has a material interest in the strongman of Chinese "communism" doing what is
necessary to subdue the Chinese working class as the number of strikes in China more than
doubled between 2014 and 2015.%°

How can one do business in such conditions?

Contradictions in reproduction

If Marx had known the Trumps, he could have enriched Book Two of Capital with an ironic
reflection on the contradiction between the reproduction of capital and the reproduction of the
flesh-and-blood individualities necessary for its incarnation. Take lvanka Trump: on the one
hand, she is the product of the fusion of gametes carrying different genetic heritages, so that
she is obviously qualitatively distinct from her father. On the other hand, as an embodied
capital, lvanka Trump is a brand spawned by another brand from which it differs only in the
amount of value: Donald, $4.5 billion; Ivanka, $55 million (for now). Ivanka the brand
emerges as if by asexual reproduction — by cloning, budding, or parthenogenesis.

The only qualitative distinction between these two shady capitals consists in the fact that the
father bases his business model on a very real and assumed machismo, while the daughter
tries to base hers on a shameless imitation of the fight for the emancipation of women. This
greedy exploiter does not hesitate to present herself as the feminist ambassador for the
empowerment of women workers through entrepreneurship.

As this theme has been on the agenda of neoliberalism for years (and nothing can be denied
to the “first daughter” of the most powerful politician on the planet), the year 2017 was
punctuated by comical, free opportunities for lvanka Trump to promote her brand in
mainstream media and at international conferences.

In April the Financial Times published an op-ed she coauthored with World Bank president
Jim Yong Kim, in which one could read: "We can add billions to the global economy by

¥ Yuan Yang, “China detains labour activist probing Ivanka Trump shoe supplier,” Financial Times,
May 31, 2017. See also Zheping Huang, “Against the Current,” Quartz Media, May 31, 2017,
“Sweatshop shoes for lvanka,” No. 189, Jul/Aug 2017

34 Benjamin Haas, “Chinese labor activist says he was arrested due to factory's Trump links,” The
Guardian, Jul 20, 2017.

35 Yuan Yang, op. cit.
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creating an enabling environment, increasing women'’s labor force participation and business
ownership, and improving the productivity of their work.” 36

You have to read between the lines: The goal is "increasing the work productivity" of others
and "creating an enabling environment" in order to "add billions" to the pockets of a few —
including Ivanka Trump herself. She delivered the same message during several summits
organized in Germany, Japan, and India, parading alongside Christine Lagarde (the head of
the IMF), Angela Merkel (the German chancellor), Chrystia Freeland (the Canadian foreign
minister), and a few important gentlemen.

Portent of what the future holds, the Women's Entrepreneurship Summit co-hosted by New
Delhi and Washington in Hyderabad, India, reached the height of obscenity: In honor of
“guest star” lvanka, and "creating an enabling environment" for summit attendees, 1,200
beggars were jailed for the duration of the event.®” The ambassador of emancipation finds it
difficult to bear the spectacle of misery that her capitalist rapacity helps to propagate: The
images could harm sales and encourage consumers to boycott her products.

The ideal son-in-law

The in-laws are not sad, either. Beyond the glamorous images cleverly used to promote
brands, lvanka Trump's marriage to Jared Kushner is above all the union between two shady
capitals. In 2005, Jared's father Charles, a real estate developer like Donald, a personal
friend of Benjamin Netanyahu, and a Democratic Party donor, was sent to prison in Alabama
for tax evasion, witness tampering, and illegal campaign donations. (In an effort to dissuade
some of his relatives from cooperating with investigators, the honorable Mr. Kushner senior
hired a prostitute to seduce his brother-in-law, arranged to record a sexual encounter
between the two, and had the tape sent to his sister.) With his father incarcerated, young
Jared found himself propelled overnight to the head of the family business with 1,000
employees, more than 20,000 apartments, and 1.2 million square meters of office space.

Driven by the same all-consuming ambition that drove Donald 25 years earlier, the newly
arrived Kushner decided to strike a blow to show what he was capable of. So he bought an
office building in the heart of Manhattan, a 41-story tower, on credit. The price paid was
unprecedented: $1.8 billion.

Unfortunately, a few months later, the market crashed. The tower lost more than half its
value. Creditors demanded to be repaid.

What to do? Jared turned to his dear lvanka, who summoned Dad to the rescue. Donald
facilitated his son-in-law's contact with one of the creditors, Thomas Barrack, who was part of
his circle of acquaintances. A debt reduction agreement was concluded. Another Trump
acquaintance, Steven Roth, agreed to invest in the tower, allowing Kushner to secure a debt
rescheduling until 2019. (Coincidentally, after his election, Trump appointed Roth to head a

3 lvanka Trump & Jim Long Kim, “lvanka Trump: investment in women unleashes global gains,”
Financial Times, Apr 27, 2017

37 Kiran Stacey, “Indian city locks up its beggars ahead of Ivanka Trump visit,” Financial Times, Nov 9,
2017
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commission to make recommendations on how to spend federal funds on infrastructure
projects.)

From the point of view of methods, Jared is the son worthy of his father. One of his major
creditors remained intransigent. As the owner of a tabloid, Kushner tried to use it to make his
opponent give in. He urged "his" editorial staff to invent negative information about his
adversary. The journalists refused, despite pressure (which shows, incidentally, that while
journalists can be wrong, abuse their media power, and defend questionable opinions, it is
not easy to make them spout “fake news,” no matter what Trump insinuates). Kushner gave
up. His interest was already elsewhere.

The White House offered him a way out of his difficulties by leaving it to his father to clean up
the mess. Released from prison, the elder Kushner tried to convince big money linked to the
Chinese and Qatari governments to participate in an ambitious project to transform Jared’s
tower into a luxury building. The objective: To make the building profitable before the loan
became due. The prodigal son's decision to join the Trump team as a "senior advisor" in
January 2017 scuttled these efforts. The Chinese and Qatari investors abandoned the
project, fearing a conflict of interest. But Jared, for his part, had escaped the mess. “Good
luck with the building, Dad!” %

Trump and his cronies must be laughing under their breath when the risk of conflicts of
interest is politely mentioned. As Naomi Klein says: “The whole affair is a conflict of interest.
That's the truth.” 3°

There are many other examples to report, such as the phony Trump University, a pure and
simple scam based on branding. But there is no need to add more. Ecce Homo. The reader
has a fairly clear vision of the creature that now presides over the United States of America
and the basket of greedy crabs that form his personal camarilla and are ready to devour
each other if things go wrong.

We know enough to ask ourselves the question: How could such an individual rise to the top
of the world's leading power?

3 Michael Kranish & Jonathan O’Connell: “A high-stakes gamble: How Jared Kushner reacted to
previous crises,” Washington Post, May 27, 2017; “Kushner’'s White House role ‘crushed’ efforts to
woo investors for NYC tower,” Washington Post, Sep 14, 2017

3% Naomi Klein, op. cit.
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Chapter II: The Brown Elephant in the Room

"Clumsy and cunning, knavish and naive, oafish and sublime, a pathetic burlesque, an
indecipherable hieroglyphic for the understanding of the civilized, [he] bore the unmistakable
physiognomy of the class that represents barbarism in the heart of civilization."

(Karl Marx, Class Struggles in France)

On November 8, 2016, an uncultured and wealthy demagogue, nationalist, racist, sexist,
Islamophobic and incredibly vulgar, became president of the United States of America. It was
a global shock. After the stupor had passed, many commentators said that democracy had
decided, that the working class was responsible for this result, but that the inexperienced
outsider, fortunately, would very quickly reveal his incompetence. Three inaccurate
statements. Three assertions, above all, which divert attention from the essential: the right-
wing radicalization of the bourgeois and petty-bourgeois base of the Republican Party, its
struggle for the leadership of the party, and its osmotic relationship with a nebula of the
extreme right. Enthroned in the middle of the American room, an elephant* is tinged brown,
as in the thirties, but some stubbornly refuse to see it.

Elected by a minority

Let's start with the explanations that are offered to us. First, democracy. Democracy didn't
decide anything at all. At the polls, Hillary Clinton came out ahead of her opponent by 2.9
million votes. Trump was chosen by the Electoral College, not by the citizens. The U.S. head
of state is elected by indirect suffrage: in each state, one votes for electors representing one
or the other of the candidates present. They are the ones who then appoint the president and
the vice-president.

This peculiarity is often explained by the desire of the authors of the 1797 Constitution to
guarantee the political weight of the least populated states. This explanation is misleading.
As Akhil Reed Amar, a professor of constitutional law at Yale University, reminds us, it is
slavery that is at the root of the existence of the Electoral College.** The total population of
the thirteen founding states was just under four million. The Framers all belonged to wealthy
circles who had seen in the War of Independence against Britain the means to increase their
wealth while diverting social anger against "the English."” They found it only natural to
exclude Blacks, women, "Indians," and the poor from the right to vote. However, there were
between 500,000 and 700,000 slaves in the southern states, yet the voters there were
significantly fewer than in the northern states. The economic weight of the South being
important, the "founding fathers" set the quotas at the Electoral College by pretending that
three out of five slaves voted.

40 The Republican Party has an elephant as its symbol, the Democratic Party a donkey.

41 Akhil Reed Amar, The Troubling Reason the Electoral College Exists,” Time Magazine, Nov 8, 2016.
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The Constitution was amended several times. In 1803, the Twelfth Amendment revised the
method of appointing the president and vice-president. At the time, no one was unaware that
its indirect election put the North at a disadvantage. "After the 1800 census," notes A.R.
Amar, "[the] state of Pennsylvania had 10% more free persons than Virginia, but got 20%
fewer electoral votes.... Southerner Thomas Jefferson ... won the election of 1800-01
against Northerner John Adams in a race where the slavery-skew of the electoral college
was the decisive margin of victory" The direct election of the President had already been
proposed six years earlier. The reasons in favor of direct election were greater in 1803 than
in 1787, but the Electoral College was maintained.

Why? Because "the Constitution enshrined a compromise between the interests of the
slaveholders of the South and those of the businessmen of the North," two fractions of a
ruling class whose common desire was to "safeguard their privileges while granting just
enough rights and freedoms to a sufficient number of people to secure popular support.”
writes Howard Zinn.*? However, the Haitian slave revolution had triumphed in 1791 and
these "black Jacobins" were shaking up the international slave system.*® The white ruling
class in the U.S. South was particularly worried and vigilant. Historian Gerald Horne, a
professor of African-American studies at the University of Houston, relates a significant quote
from Jefferson (himself a slaveholder, despite his ethical scruples): "If this fire is brought into
our country, under any veil, we have reason to fear it."** Although opposed to slavery, the
bourgeoisie of the North were hardly more reassured. All of them considered it prudent in
these conditions not to open the Pandora's box of democratic demands: by rushing into the
breach, the Blacks could have brought down the new state.

The decisive importance of the Black and indigenous questions in the United States, and
their link with the social question in general, refers to a congenital defect of this country: the
bourgeoisie of the British colony rose up against the ancien régime in the name of
democracy and equal rights, but their fear of the exploited and oppressed led them to
conceive of an ancien régime electoral system of that was the negation of democracy and
equal rights. The ruling class claimed to be of the Enlightenment, but for 32 of the first 36
years of the federation, the presidency was held by a white slaveholder from Virginia.*® After
the abolition of slavery (1865), white domination continued, taking the form of segregation.
The indirect election of the president also continued, for the same reason as in 1787 and
1803: the propertied did not want to neglect any possible means of defending their privileges.
The economic weight of the South remained decisive: in 1860, there were more millionaires

42 Howard Zinn, A People's History of the United States. De 1492 a nos jours, Agone, 2002, pp. 117-
118.

4 In the wake of the French Revolution, the slaves of the island of Santo Domingo rose up, took power
and victoriously confronted the French, Spanish and English armies for twelve years. This epic was
recounted in detail 130 years later by Cyril Lionel Robert James in his book The Black Jacobins.
Toussaint Louverture et la révolution de Saint-Domingue, Ed. Amsterdam, 2008.

4 Gerald Horne, Confronting Black Jacobins: The U.S., the Haitian Revolution, and the Origins of the
Dominican Republic, Monthly Review Press. Cited by J. Popp, The Slaves Holding Republic,
https://www.solidarity-us.org/site

% A.R. Amar, op. cit.
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in Mississippi than in New York and more capital invested in slavery than in railroads and
industry.*® From the bourgeois point of view, an advantage of the Electoral College is that it
could, if necessary, make it possible to turn one's back on a popular desire to break with
race, gender, and class inequalities because, it should be emphasized: the Electoral College
is not required to reflect the popular vote. We can therefore understand the sinister
symbolism of November 8. Although he won only a minority of the popular vote, a candidate
supported by the Ku Klux Klan and other white supremacists became President thanks to a
voting system set up to defend the interests of the slaveholders.

Thirty years of action on the far right

Second, Trump was not exactly an inexperienced outsider. Of course, he had never been a
candidate, or elected, at any level. He was not part of the Establishment, and this contributed
greatly to his success. But his candidacy did not suddenly appear in 2015, like a meteorite,
and we will see that he was rather experienced in a certain type of politics.

From 1985, at least, the billionaire considered entering the White House.*’ In 1988, he
sought to be the senior George Bush’s running mate. In 2000, he faced the ultra-nationalist
and protectionist Pat Buchanan for the nomination of the Reform Party, founded by the
Texan populist billionaire — and former nationalist presidential candidate — Ross Perot
(Buchanan won the Reform Party nomination and campaigned on the theme “America
First”).#® In 2004, he briefly considered facing George W. Bush, who was seeking a second
term. "This time, he felt his luck was on the left," notes Joshua Green. “You'd be shocked,"
Trump told CNN's Wolf Blitzer, "if | told you that in many cases | probably identify more as a
Democrat."* In 2012, finally, he announced that he was entering the battle, then withdrew.
No doubt he felt that he did not have enough chance of winning. Because Trump only
commits to win.

Donald's march towards political action accelerated as Trump accumulated capital. Indeed,
the branding of the brand he embodied took a qualitative leap in the early 1990s. From that
moment on, the logic of his self-centered business model pushed the billionaire to increase
public interventions: it was profitable and risk-free. However, these interventions carried a

political message, deduced from his experience as shady capital: a message justifying and
trivializing the rule of the strongest in the merciless and unscrupulous struggle of all against
all. Implicit in the Trump vs. McMahon wrestling match by proxies (the 2007 “Battle of the

46 Walter Johnson, River of Dark Dreams: Slavery and Empire in the Cotton Kingdom, Belknap Press
of Harvard University Press, 2013. Cited in Nancy MacLean, Democracy in Chains. The Deep History
of the Radical Right’s Stealth Plan for America, Scribe Publications, 2017.

47 David C. Johnson, The Making..., op. cit.

48 Memorial 98 reminds us: America First was already the name of the fascistic movement created in
1930 by Charles Lindbergh, a rabid anti-Semite and admirer of Hitler.http://info-
antiraciste.blogspot.be/2016/03/trump-bloque-chicago-bravo.html

4 Joshua Green, Devil’s Bargain. Steve Bannon, Donald Trump, and the Storming of the Presidency,
Penguin Press, 2017, ebook.
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Billionaires”),>° this message became explicit in the $100,000 or more conferences in which
Trump said, for example, "If someone screws you, you have to screw them back fifteen times
harder."! An image thus emerged: that of a post-modern leader implacable with his
enemies, benevolent towards his faithful, with unabashed vulgarity and assumed brutality; an
entrepreneur who does not let himself be stepped on, neither by Wall Street financiers nor by
the politically correct establishment; a model of success from the people, capable of bringing
back prosperity through a return to greatness. The slogan “Make America Great Again” is the
natural extension of the branding of the Trump brand embodied by the Donald. This
extension is accompanied by unspoken words: ... by any means, as in wrestling, whether
it's legal or illegal, moral or immoral."

During these years, Trump actively and consistently intervened in the political scene. In
1989, he led a racist hate campaign in favor of the death penalty. Four black teenagers and a
young Latino from New York were accused — wrongly — of having savagely assaulted and
raped a young jogger in Central Park. Banking on racist prejudice, Trump bought a full page
of the city's four main daily newspapers to spout his propaganda. These young people
"symbolize New York's problems," he said. He thus diverted attention from his schemes with
the mafia on the backs of the inhabitants of working-class neighborhoods, driven out by his
real estate maneuvers. He was then toying with a project (which did not materialize) to run
for the Democratic Party nomination for mayor to wrest leadership of the city from the
incumbent Democrat mayor Ed Koch. To do this, Trump was — already — cultivating a
racist, security-oriented, and anti-tax image. The young boys were sentenced to heavy
sentences. When the real culprit confessed to the crime in 2002, the city paid them $41
million in damages. Trump called this a "disgrace" and refused to apologize. “These young
men do not exactly have the past of angels,” he said. “They owe the taxpayers of the city of
New York an apology for taking money out of their pockets.” 52

Racist attack — denial of facts — refusal to apologize — new attack: Trump developed the
same sequential tactic to accuse Barack Obama of lying about his birthplace. He spat his
venom in 2011 on television: "I'm starting to believe that he wasn't born here," he said. It was
only the beginning of a five-year campaign. Obama, establishing his right to be a candidate,
had a birth certificate issued by the Hawaiian authorities in 2007. But the seeds
treacherously spread by Trump had fallen on the fertile soil of nativism, the xenophobic
current that rejects all new immigration. Trump never failed to stir it up with new insinuations.
Might Obama have been born in Kenya instead? Or, if he hid his birth certificate, wouldn't it
be to hide the fact that he was a Muslim? Etc. Obama tried to put an end to it by publishing

%0 Indescribable. See for example this video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5NsrwH9I9vE. Before
the fight, Trump and McMahon challenged each other in words. As Trump asserted his superiority on
the giant screen, a shower of dollars rained down on the thousands of fans gathered. (M. Kranish and
M. Fisher, Trump Revealed, op. cit., p. 261). Vince and Linda McMahon became wealthy by
organizing the World Wrestling Entertainments Fights (WWE), and contributed five million dollars to
the Trump Foundation, as well as funding the election campaign. Trump was not ungrateful: in
January 2017, he appointed Linda McMahon to head the Small Business Administration (Edward
Luce, The Retreat of Western Liberalism, Little, Brown, ebook, 2017).

51 M. Kranish and M. Fisher, Trump Revealed, op. cit., p. 260
52 M. Kranish and M. Fisher, Trump Revealed, op. cit., p. 280

29


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5NsrwH9I9vE

his short-form birth certificate from the Hawaii Department of Health. Trump claimed victory:
"I'm very proud of myself," he commented. Then he revived the rumor: "An extremely
credible source ... has told me that [Obama’s] birth certificate is a fraud." And to insinuate
that the press was in cahoots: "Is this a new Watergate?"

The White House had no other solution, in 2016, than to publish the President's full birth
certificate. Trump's reaction was similar to the one he had when the young New Yorkers
were cleared of the Central Park crime: he acknowledged the fact, refused to apologize and
refused to answer questions from the press. Worse: with incredible nerve, he claimed that
the controversy over the President's origins had been initiated by ... Hillary Clinton in the
2008 presidential election! The credit for having put an end to it therefore went to him,
Donald: "Hillary started the controversy, | ended it," >3 he said! The political significance of
this campaign was obvious: Trump was taking advantage of his notoriety to position himself
as the leader of a reactionary offensive aimed at defeating the first Black president in the
history of the United States. As a result, he clearly emerged as the possible candidate of a
conservative alternative.

The unspoken words of The Apprentice

Trump, during this period, was making a name for himself in the TV series The Apprentice.
Launched in 2004 by NBC, this reality show was decisive both in its conquest of notoriety
and in its subliminal politicization. In terms of capital personalization, The Apprentice was an
achievement: Trump was the co-producer and Donald the star. The billionaire would test
candidates and select one of them to earn $250,000, working for a year at one of his
companies.

Kranish and Fisher describe the show's political impact this way: “Although the show’s loyal
viewers delighted in Trump’s blunt, decisive \style — and in the way he humiliated some
losing contestants — fans of The Apprentice also saw Trump as a billionaire with a heart, at
times playful and unexpectingly willing to change his mind. Above all, The Apprentice sold an
image of the host-boss as supremely competent and confident, dispensing his authority and
getting immediate results. The analogy to politics was palpable.” 5*

It is surprising that the two Washington Post reporters are so complacent about Donald's
television exploits. Reality series based on the selection among contestants are always cruel,
but The Apprentice broke records in this area. Trump visibly took sadistic pleasure in
accentuating the contrast between the fate of the winners and the losers, the losers for whom
he has nothing but contempt. Kranish and Fisher completely miss the despotic nature of this
series' political message, as well as the socio-economic, historical, racial, and gender soil in
which it is rooted. But that is the crux of the matter.

3 Michael Barbaro, “Donald Trump Clung to ‘Birther’ Lie for Years, and Still Isn’t Apologetic,” New
York Times, Sep 16, 2016. Charles M. Blow, “Trump, Grand Wizard of Birtherism”, New York Times,
Sep 17, 2016. Adrienne Lafrance, “Why is Trump Returning to Birther-Style Attacks on Obama?,” The
Atlantic, Mar 5, 2017.

5 M. Kranish and M. Fisher, Trump Revealed, op. cit., p. 218.
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A political reflection on the series must first point out that Donald Trump was not elected as a
"leader exercising his authority." His power is absolute. The relationship between the
protagonists is not a political relationship but a relationship of economic domination. Donald
is the sole owner of the means of production, he sovereignly decides to keep or fire people
who seek to sell their labor power. They have the advantage of numbers but don't even think
about that; they are completely individualistic. Trump puts one against the other by putting
them all in competition. Resistance is not part of the script: there is no solidarity in The
Apprentice, no union, no feminist organization, no movement to defend the rights of Blacks
or Latinos. There is no public sector either: the environment consists solely of the Trump
empire and the corporations (Yahoo, Nestlé, Sony, and many other "big" companies) that
pay to appear on screen. The Apprentice thus combines Margaret Thatcher's neoliberal
vision ("There is no such thing as society, there are only individuals")®® with the reactionary
libertarian utopia of an almost stateless capitalism.

But the subliminal message goes further. Indeed, beyond the specificity of wage labor, The
Apprentice makes us experience the capitalist relationship in what it has in common with
other historical forms of domination: power in its pure state, the power of one individual over
others. In his essay on the "Reactionary Mind," Corey Robin notes that, from Edmund Burke
to Sarah Palin, from the 18th century to the present, conservatism “has sought to forestall the
march of democracy in both the public and the private spheres, on the assumption that
advances in the one necessarily spur advances in the other. The more profound and
prophetic stance on the right has been to cede the field of the public, if you must, but stand
fast in the private. Allow men and women to become democratic citizens of the state; make
sure they remain feudal subjects in the family, the factory, and the field.... Conservatism [is
not] a makeshift fusion of capitalists, Christians, and warriors, for that fusion is impelled by a
more elemental force — the opposition to the liberation of men and women from the fetters of
their superiors, particularly in the private sphere.” ¢

In fact, in the dark room of Trump Tower, domination takes on an almost intimate character.
We are not in the impersonal coldness of the structures but in the proximity of the bodies.
The dominator is a heterosexual white male, and the role is not interchangeable.>” The
figures of the boss, the slave master, and the patriarch are thus superimposed. Different
forms of domination merge into a whole, and this whole, perversely eroticized, proclaims its
will to subjugate the world. What is "palpable" in The Apprentice is much more than a vague
"analogy to politics.” It's an "analogy" to the most reactionary political projects in 20" century
history: projects aimed at re-establishing an undivided despotism not only in the factory, in
the field, and in the public sphere, but also in the family. Jean-Marie Brohm reminds us that
these projects have always been accompanied by sadomasochistic manifestations, betraying

55 Alexia Eychenne, “Margaret Thatcher in ten quotes,” L'Express, Apr 9, 2013.

%6 Corey Robin, The Reactionary Mind. Conservatism from Edmund Burke to Sarah Palin, Oxford
University Press, 2011, pp. 10, 15 & 16; quoted also at https://coreyrobin.com/2014/06/30/why-go-
after-women-and-workers-the-reactionary-mind-explains-it-all-for-you/

57 Kranish & Fisher, op. cit., p. 219.
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their roots in the private sphere.>® The murky pleasure that his power gives Trump in The
Apprentice is not a detail. Kranish and Fisher themselves mention the fact that the billionaire
was planning another series in 2007, Lady or a Tramp, in which "vulgar and rude party girls"
would have been sent to a “charm school” where Donald would personally supervise their
"strict re-education.” Worthy of a novel by the Marquis de Sade, this scenario should have
prompted the authors to a much more critical analysis of Trump's vision of power revealed in
The Apprentice.

A myth with a thick skin

Let us now come to the third interpretation of the election: revolting against the
Establishment, the working class of the Rust Belt mobilized for Donald Trump.%® France TV
Info: "the working class votes overwhelmingly for Trump"; Le Devoir (Quebec): "Trump, new
hero of the working class"; Le Soir (Belgium): "Donald Trump president, the working class
will not go to paradise." Etc. Very few Blacks voted for the candidate, and some media
outlets offered up a white variant of the assertion of Trump’s working class support. Slate.fr:
"Trump has won over the white working class"; New York Times: "Why Trump Won:
Working-Class Whites," etc.t® However, with or without a focus on whites, this vision of
Trump being brought to power by a racist, sexist, nationalist proletarian wave simply does
not stand up to scrutiny.

What is the working class in the first place? The criterion of analysts is generally the level of
education: those who do not have a college degree. Kim Moody explains why this choice is
problematic.5! In the United States, 135 million whites have no higher education. According
to exit polls, only one-fifth (29 million) voted for Trump. There is no evidence that most of
them are factory workers or service workers. Fifteen of these 135 million white adults without
a degree are self-employed or small bosses. However, if there is a fraction of the population
likely to have voted for Trump by a large margin, it is this one. First, because it belongs to the
income category most mobilized during elections in general, and the 2016 presidential
election in particular, having an average annual income of $112,000 compared to the
average income of $48,320. Second, because this voting bloc corresponds to its dominant
ideological profile: according to a study carried out by the National Small Business
Association in 2016, independents and small business owners are twice as likely to be
Republicans as Democrats, two-thirds of them consider themselves conservative (78% say
they are conservative on economic issues), and 92% regularly vote in national elections. In
addition, the United States has many other people employed in occupations that do not

%8 Jean-Marie Brohm, Sur la psychologie de masse du fascisme, in Mauvais temps, n° 6/7, Mar 2000,
Ed. Syllepse 2000

% The Rust Belt is an ironic reference to the northeastern and midwestern states which previously
constituted the U.S. manufacturing belt and have been experiencing a wave of massive
deindustrialization for several decades.

Shttp://iwww.francetvinfo.fr, Nov 9, 2016 ; http://www.ledevoir.com, Nov 19, 2016; http://plus.lesoir.be;
http://www.slate.fr, Nov 9, 2016; https://www.nytimes.com, Nov 9, 2016.

61 Kim Moody, “Who Put Trump in the White House?,” Against the Current, Jan-Feb 2017, No. 186
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require a college degree, and where the number of Trump supporters could be high: 1.8
million managers, 8.8 million supervisors, 1.6 million police officers.

At the limit, taking into account spouses, the figure of 29 million Trumpist voters without a
college degree could be reached without counting any blue-collar or white-collar workers
among them. To blame them is to go a bit too fast.

The overall analysis is confirmed by the results in the swing states — states where the vote
oscillates between Republicans and Democrats. Journalists, Konstantin Kilibarda and Daria
Roithmayr were particularly interested in the swing states of the Rust Belt: lowa, Michigan,
Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin.®? If the thesis of the Trumpist workers' revolt were
correct, this is where the white proletariat should have weighed decisively in favor of the
billionaire. However, this is not the case.

In these five states, compared to the 2012 election, Democrats lost 1.7 million votes in the
sub-$50,000 per year income bracket; Republicans gained only 335,000. Both parties, on the
other hand, made gains among those with incomes above $100,000 a year — not the
working class; but the Republicans more than the Democrats. The evolution of the white and
Black votes yields similar conclusions: all incomes combined, the Democrats lost 950,000
votes among whites, including 770,000 male votes; but the Republicans gained less than half
that number (450,000). The Democrats also lost 400,000 voters from the Black, indigenous
and Latino communities, of which the Republicans won back only a very small portion.®® On
the other hand, among voters earning less than $100,000, the number of votes for an
alternative to the two traditional parties tripled, and the number of ballots invalidated because
people had written in the name of a person of their choice doubled. Finally, the number of
non-voters increased by 500,000. The authors' conclusion: "If there was a Rust Belt revolt
this year, it was the voters’ flight from both parties."

This conclusion is corroborated by a detailed analysis of votes in four Ohio counties: Lorain,
Erie, Sandusky, and Ottawa. In 2012, their voters gave Obama victory by 124,330 votes,
compared to 98,564 for Republican Romney. In 2016, there was a change of scenery:
113,081 votes for Trump, 98,789 for Clinton. The number of voters decreased by 11,024, the
Democrats lost 25,541 votes, the Republicans recovered 14,517 (the Democratic loss is
greater than the margin of Trump's victory). The results in the most populous of these
counties, Lorain, are particularly instructive. There are 300,000 inhabitants, 80% of whom are
white. The working population remains 42% blue-collar, despite the closure of the local Ford
plant and restructuring which has reduced employment in the steel industry from 15,000 to
4,000 in a few years. In 2012, Lorain chose Obama by 78,112 against 58,092 for Romney. In
2014, disgusted with the Democrats, voters elected three candidates for local office from the
Lorain Independent Labor Party. In the 2016 Democratic primaries, Bernie Sanders received
almost as many votes (16,578) as Trump did in the Republican primary (16,776). But in
November, Trump won by 65,346 votes to 64,958 (a margin of a mere 388 votes). Turnout
fell by 5,900 voters, but the Democrats lost 13,000 votes compared to 2012. The results by

62 Konstantin Kilibarda & Daria Roithmayr, “The Myth of the Rust Belt Revolt,” Slate, Dec 1, 2016.

8 Trump won 13 percent of the Black male vote, more than Republican candidates in 2008 and 2012.
Malik Miah, “Obama'’s Legacy and the Rise of Trump,” Against the Current, Jan/Feb 2017, No. 186.
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polling station are clear: it was the voters of the upscale suburbs of Cleveland and Amherst
who weighed decisively in the Republican victory; many workers voted with their feet.

In addition to traditional Republican voters, some of the working class was seduced by
Trump's reactionary ideas, particularly older white men. The billionaire even won the votes of
43% of trade unionist households and 37% of union members.®® This disturbing reality would
be foolish to deny. But the major fact of the November 8, 2016, election was not the massive
swing of the white working class in favor of a racist, sexist, nationalist billionaire. As Eric
Fassin says: "Most poor people, when they vote, don’t vote for Donald Trump, and most of
his voters are not poor." %6 The Economist acknowledged this half-heartedly six months
before the vote: "The idea that it is mostly poor, less-educated voters who are drawn to Mr.
Trump is a bit of a myth." 7

We can, by the way, wonder about the reasons that favor media propagation of this myth.
Normally, commentators tend to deny the existence of the working class. They drown it in a
vague "middle class,” as if employees, the self-employed, and small bosses formed a single
social reality, carrying identical demands. But now a Trump takes center stage, and the
working class has come out of the grave to be stigmatized by the very people who buried it!
To what end: to designate a scapegoat? To eliminate the idea that this class can potentially
be the bearer of a logic other than that of profit, that it can emancipate itself from the bosses'
leadership? And is it the lack of hope for change, the resignation, that explains why so many
people perceive this myth as reality, and continue to perceive it as such, even when they
have the numbers in front of them?

The figures, in any case, leave no room for doubt: the major fact of the U.S. election was
massive abstention, particularly that of employees. Not only that of Blacks and Latinos, but
also that of whites. This abstention coincided with a mobilization of the petty bourgeoisie and
certain ideological groups in support of Trump. A particularly strong mobilization among
certain segments of the population (81% of evangelicals in favor of Trump, for example ).
This is the combination that allowed the billionaire to win by the wire, by rallying barely 23%
of the electorate to his name.

84 Kim Moody, “The Ohio Vote in November,” Against the Current, Mar/Apr 2017, No. 187.

8 Barry Eidlin, “Labor's Legitimacy Crisis Under Trump,” Solidarity, Jul 16, 2017.

% Eric Fassin, Populism: The Great Resentment, Textuel, 2017.

5 The Data Team,“Where Donald Trump’s support really comes from,” The Economist, Apr 20, 2016.

% Quoted by Eric Fassin, op. cit. With Trump, evangelicals have completely shifted their views in a
short time on the importance of candidates’ morality. In 2011, 70% of them believed that immoral
behavior should disqualify anyone from holding public office. Currently, only 28% of them hold this
opinion. (Edward Luce, “Donald Trump's silence over Roy Moore speaks volumes,” Financial Times,
Nov 16, 2017). This shift reflects social polarization. These people are above all reactionaries. When
their power is threatened, they do not hesitate to rely on thugs, harassers, and rapists to defend it.

34



Crash, crisis, boom

Abstention by some, mobilization of others. This situation did not fall from the sky. The two
traditional parties were very deeply discredited by the bailout of the financial sector in 2007-
2008. The scandal provoked radicalization in both camps, right and left.

On the left, Bernie Sanders gathered 13 million votes in the Democratic primaries,
campaigning under the banner of "democratic socialism" and social justice. The youth and
broad layers of the working class were enthusiastic. His candidacy appeared to them as an
extension of the social mobilizations of recent years, such as Occupy Wall Street, the
movement for the $15 an hour minimum wage, the ecological mobilizations in which Native
American communities play an important role, the struggles of gays and lesbians against
discrimination, etc. But the Party's general staff clipped the candidate's wings. The
Democratic donkey wanted at all costs to get Clinton elected to continue neoliberal policies.
Sanders, in fact, was a greater worry than the Republicans. Most union leaders aligned
themselves with this policy.

Meanwhile, on the right, all the candidates for the Republican nomination competed with
each other with reactionary proposals in the hope of capturing discontent for their own
benefit. Trump won the day by surpassing them with his xenophobic, authoritarian, anti-
Semitic, and nationalist radicalism topped with a good dose of social demagoguery ... and a
promise to "drain the swamp" of corruption in Washington DC.%°

From the outset, the billionaire positioned himself on the far right with his racist and
authoritarian punchlines: build a wall on the Mexican border, make Mexico pay for it, deport
eleven million undocumented immigrants, ban Muslims from entering the country, send back
Syrian refugees, reinstate torture, impose "law and order." At the same time, he promised to
create 25 million jobs through a strange mix of protectionist/racist measures (abolish trade
agreements, leave the Paris climate agreement, give hiring priority to nationals, impose a
35% tax on Chinese products — also applicable to US car manufacturers investing in
Mexico), neoliberal/productivist measures (suspend "job-killing" social and environmental
regulations, etc., enshrine the "right to work" in law, revive coal and construct the Keystone
XL and Dakota Access pipelines, guarantee growth of 4 to 6%, and invest in infrastructure
— “the Wall,” but also roads, airport, bridges — through public-private partnerships’™). He
insisted that he would scrap Obamacare and replace it with a mysterious alternative, "much
better, much better" -- without touching Medicaid and Medicare. Paradoxically for a man
whose fortune was based on credit, he planned to liquidate the $19 trillion of public debt in
eight years while lowering corporate taxes to 15%, lowering taxes on the "middle class," and
inflating military spending: To achieve this it would be enough to make "the rich" pay more’

% The Politifact website drew up a very throrough inventory of Donald Trump's electoral promises.
http://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/promises/trumpometer/

70 This not a public investment plan. Cf. Norm Alster, “Rebuilding Infrastructure May Be Profitable for
the Very Rich,” New York Times, Jan 13, 2017.

1 Heather Long, “Donald Trump: Tax the rich more,” CNN, Sep 28, 2015.
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and cut payments to creditors.”? Finally, in international politics, he criticized the war in Iraq
and the lie of weapons of mass destruction, declared NATO "obsolete," pledged to withdraw
the United States from the Afghan quagmire, and promised to renounce the nuclear
agreement with Iran, collaborate with Russia (in particular to crush the Islamic State), and
strengthen military pressure on China.

The media and Trump's political opponents either shrugged their shoulders or ridiculed the
catalog. They pointed out the inconsistencies and concluded that the author had no chance
of being a candidate: he was a "populist,” not "presidential." But the base of the Elephant
party judged otherwise and, boom! Trump won the primaries. Thanks to his promise to "make
America great again," but also thanks to his style, completely out of step with that of the
other candidates. He gave the impression of sincerity and passion, using no index cards or
teleprompters. His blunt statements and limited vocabulary were interpreted by critics as
evidence of his incompetence, but, as Ted Rall observed, "there was a method behind this
madness” — a method to stand out from the crowd by "completely upending basic
assumptions about what Americans expect from a leader." ”® Analyzing Trump's speeches,
Christian Parenti concludes: “Choppy as they were, Trump’s speeches nonetheless had a
clear thesis: Regular people have been getting screwed for far too long and he was going to
stop it. Trump took the Bernie [Sanders]-style populism, emptied it of real class politics,
reduced it to a jumble of affective associations, and used it to beat up the smug liberals of
the professional managerial class. It worked." ™

A right that comes from afar

It worked, indeed. Because this discourse resonated with a profound right-wing radicalization
of the Republican Party base, in revolt against its own leadership.

The base of the "elephant” is essentially suburban. It is made up of bourgeois, petty
bourgeois (managers, professionals, small bosses), and a minority of generally older white
workers. Its evolution to the right is not a new phenomenon. The shift began at the end of the
1960s, in reaction to the powerful mobilizations that shook the American established order:
movements for civil rights, for peace in Vietnam, for the right to abortion, for the environment,
etc. "La chienlit," as De Gaulle called it in France, a few years earlier. [DeGaulle punningly
referred to 1968 protests as “chienlit” which means “chaos” while its scatological homonym
“chi-en-lit” means “shit in bed. Tr.] The irritation of Republican voters in the face of the
American “chienlit” found its first political expression in the figure of Richard Nixon and his
project for a strong state.

Nixon was forced to resign during his second term in office in the wake of the Watergate
scandal, but the social forces that supported him did not evaporate. When economic
difficulties and competition from European and Japanese capital accentuated the relative
decline of the US superpower at the end of the Thirty Glorious Years, the shift of these social
forces to the right accelerated. It was the triumph of Reagan's "conservative revolution"

2 Binyamin Appelbaum, “Donald Trump’s Idea to Cut National Debt: Get Creditors to Accept Less,”
New York Times, May 6, 2015.

3 Ted Rall, op. cit.
74 Christian Parenti, “Listening to Trump,” Jacobin, Nov 22, 2016.
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(1980), the beginning of the neoliberal era: tax giveaways to corporations and the rich,
deregulation, wage freezes, dismantling of social protections and the public sector, war
against unionism, rearmament to reestablish the global hegemony of the United States,
support for the Contras in Nicaragua, the invasion of Grenada.

Democrat or Republican, subsequent presidents extended both the socio-economic and the
military aspects of Reagan's policies with a few nuances. (Barack Obama was no exception
to this rule, as we will see below.) However, this approach did not bring about the recovery of
undisputed world hegemony or restore the internal stability of the 1950s and 1960s. On the
contrary: the first Irag war gave rise to Al Qaeda, the second and the Afghan war gave birth
to the Islamic State; the rise of Chinese bureaucratic capitalism exposed the United States to
competition worse than that of Japan and the European Union (more on this in Chapter 1V);
economic growth is not enough to reduce public debt and unemployment; as for the
"chienlit,” it did not recede but has progressed (in the eyes of conservatives) with the
legalization of homosexual marriage; to top it off, “white” domination is increasingly
threatened in the medium term by the demographics of Black and Latino communities.”

Frustration and resentment have thus accumulated in the Republican base, increasingly
tempted by a nationalist/isolationist withdrawal to the USA citadel and by a localist, anti-
federal withdrawal into the state, or even the county. Initially, the party establishment kept
control by radicalizing its positions on so-called "social" issues: against abortion, gay
marriage, affirmative action, and immigration. In addition, a series of states took measures,
neutral in appearance but racist in fact, that had the effect (and ulterior aim) of reducing the
number of poor, mostly Black and Latino voters.”® In this way, explains the sociologist
Charles Post, big capital kept control of what really mattered in its eyes: the socio-economic
agenda of the Republicans (it also kept its hand on that of the Democrats, by the way).”’

The Tea Party, or the second "conservative revolution”

The bailout of the banks and the electoral defeat in 2007-2008 caused the dikes to burst.
Shocked by the extreme unpopularity of G.W. Bush, stunned by Obama's victory and the
double Democratic majority in the Senate and the House, the Republican leadership was on
the ropes. The conservative base created a surprise by occupying the field. A few hundred
members founded a kind of public tendency: the Tea Party.”® They denounced taxes,
capitalist finance, big business, unions, Obama's stimulus plan, and aid to people "who don't
deserve it,” especially people of color. Within a few months, a network of rank-and-file
committees blanketed the country. Researcher Vanessa Williamson and her colleagues have

75 Gilles Biassette, “D’ici & 2050, les « Blancs » seront minoritaires aux Etats-Unis,” Interview with
demographer Kenneth Johnson, La Croix, Feb 26, 2016.

76 Texas, for example, only accepts votes from people with a photo ID, which is subject to a fee, even
though this document is not mandatory in that state. Roseline Letteron, “Les Etats-Unis sont-ils
vraiment une démocratie?”, https://www.contrepoints.org, Aug 7, 2012.

7 Charles Post, “How the Donald Came to Rule,” Jacobin, Feb 10, 2017.

8 The name Tea Party stands for Taxed Enough Already. It refers to an episode of the Revolutionary
War: in Boston in 1773, citizens of the colony threw a cargo of British tea into the sea and called
themselves the Tea Party.
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studied the phenomenon in depth.” Typical profile of members: older Republicans, White,
male, upper middle class from rural areas, anti-intellectuals Fox News viewers, often linked
to evangelical churches. Their message: fiscal responsibility, less government, free market.

The Affordable Care Act (the official name of Obamacare) became the Tea Party’s béte
noire. It was the height of welfare and waste of public funds, the archetype of what not to do,
according to them. In reality, the Affordable Care Act is far from being a social security
system based on the right of every individual to lead a dignified existence. It is a complex
and opaque insurance system that provides health coverage to 21 million human beings but
leaves 28 million others behind.?° Nevertheless, this modest step forward was still too much
for these market fundamentalists. The only mechanisms of solidarity that find favor with them
are those they benefit from as well-off white people awarding themselves a certificate of
good and loyal service to society. At the same time, even more violently than Obamacare,
these people began to hate programs to combat discrimination against specific groups. The
Tea Partiers, in fact, deny the concept: According to them, there are no specific social groups
that suffer discrimination, only unfortunate individuals who deserve their fate and must rely
on God.

The Tea Party sparked, so to speak, a second "conservative revolution.” Unlike the first one,
in 1980, the initiative clearly came from below. Republican conservatives, until then, were
elected officials or ideologues without much grassroots support. However, now an activist
base emerged spontaneously, took initiatives, and was no longer content to play their little
part assigned by candidates selected at the top.

Reactionary think tanks such as the Heritage Foundation, Freedom Works, and the Koch
brothers' Cato Institute® jumped at the chance to push their own reactionary agenda, driving
the Tea Party further to the right. The business community, for its part, saw in the Tea Party
an instrument to deepen neoliberal reforms and counter Obama's timid social ambitions. The
Koch brothers had founded a libertarian secret society, a very select political club of very
reactionary millionaires and billionaires (more on this later). Money flowed freely to finance
the campaigns of candidates supported by the new movement. The Republican Party's
recovery in the 2010 midterm elections was partly the result of these convergences.

But the rebellious petty bourgeois and small employers do not easily line up behind "finance,”
libertarians, and transnational big capital, which are strangling small business. Two conflicts
in particular soon emerged. First, the Tea Party demanded an end to immigration. The
employers disagreed: they wanted to continue importing labor (not only in low-wage sectors,
such as agribusiness, but also in the high-tech industry of Silicon Valley, which operates in
the global market and wants to recruit the best talent regardless of skin color and to display a
cosmopolitan image). Second, the Tea Patrtiers, in 2013, chose to push the federal

% Vanessa Williamson, Theda Skocpol & John Coggin, “The Tea Party and the Remaking of
Republican Conservatism,” Perspectives on Politics, 9(1), 25-43. doi:10.1017/S153759271000407X

8 perry Anderson, “Passing the Baton,” New Left Review 103, Jan-Feb 2017.

8 The Koch brothers run Koch Industries, a petroleum industry holding company with annual revenues
of around $115 billion. Libertarians, they use their immense fortune to finance many ideological and
political battles of the American right, notably through the Cato Institute which they founded.
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government into a shutdown rather than support a compromise reached between the
Republicans, the Democrats, and the Chamber of Commerce, that involved raising the
ceiling on the national debt.8? The Chamber of Commerce and the Business Roundtable then
decided to "discipline” the Republican Party. This operation was apparently successful: In the
2014 general election, the number of Tea Party elected officials melted like snow in the sun.
But the base did not give up; they became more radical.

From that moment on, the gap continued to widen between the Party leadership and its
insurgent base. The latter refused to capitulate. In the Republican primaries, the Tea Party
mainly bet on Ted Cruz, then fell back on Trump after his unexpected victory. The figure of
the billionaire did not correspond to the most rigorous ideal of the Tea Partiers, but his
campaign offered them an opportunity to take revenge on the Republican leadership. Wasn't
the Donald in tune with the aspirations for less government, less taxes, less immigration, and
more order? Wasn't he, like the Republican base, at war with the establishment?

Trump revived the Tea Party, whose radicalization he captured, pulling it even further to the
right in a racist and nationalist direction. The Italian philosopher and communist activist
Antonio Gramsci is well known for his writings on the political importance of the phenomena
of cultural hegemony. The Trump campaign was in fact a successful example of hegemonic
construction, in the Gramscian sense of the term. In this endeavor, the billionaire was helped
by Steve Bannon, director of the far-right website Breitbart News. But before we get to the
role of Bannon, we need to talk about some very powerful people who are not talked about
enough, even though their role was probably decisive: Robert Mercer and his daughter
Rebekah.®?

Stephen Bannon's discreet employers

A brilliant mathematician and computer scientist at IBM, Robert Mercer revolutionized the
financial sector through the use of his algorithms. He became co-CEO of Renaissance
Technologies, a company that manages three hedge funds, and accumulated an immense
fortune. Renaissance Technologies is a very opaque, even secretive company. One of the
hedge funds, the Medallion fund, is reserved exclusively for the firm’s 300 employees, most
of whom have PhDs in mathematics or computer science. According to Bloomberg,
Medallion is a profit machine without equal in the world: in 28 years, this hedge fund has
made $55 billion in profit — a rate of return of nearly 80% before tax! The secret lies in the

8 U.S. lawmakers must regularly agree to raise the government's debt ceiling. Without an agreement,
the country can no longer meet its financial obligations and there is a "government shutdown,” i.e. the
closure of many government functions.

8 On Robert and Rebekah Mercer, read: Jane Mayer, “The Reclusive Hedge-Fund Tycoon Behind the
Trump Presidency,” The New Yorker, Mar 27, 2017; Kate Sorey, “How Secretive Manhattan Heiress
Rebekah Mercer Became One of the Most Powerful Women in Politics,” Town and Country Magazine,
Mar 17, 2017; Valérie de Graffenried, “Dans I'ombre de Donald Trump, la famille Mercer,” Le Temps,
Feb 15, 2017.
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power of it computers, the abundance of data, and the quality of algorithms, capable of
optimizing investments by detecting barely perceptible signals in the "noise" of the markets.8

The few people who know Robert Mercer a little describe him as an asocial, mute individual,
a collector of machine guns, and an enthusiast of model electric trains. Politically, little is
known about him: he is a climate denier, a supporter of nuclear power, convinced of the
harmlessness of radioactivity, and a great admirer of the philosopher Ayn Rand — a very
popular figure on the American right. Mercer is, like Rand, a libertarian, a staunch
individualist, and a fanatical anti-communist. The work of this writer of Russian origin allows
us to get an idea of what Mercer has in mind, apart from algorithms. For Rand, "Money is the
barometer of a society's virtues." Primary author of the best-selling collection of essays "The
Virtue of Selfishness," the philosopher opines that, "if any civilization is to survive, it the
morality of altruism that men have to reject.” Not every man for himself, not the race for profit,
not the capitalist productivism that is suffocating the planet. No: "the morality of altrusim.”
We can only agree with Corey Robin: aesthetically, Rand is kitsch; politically, she leans
towards fascism.%

Robert Mercer more than leans in this direction. A former work colleague testifies: "Bob
believes that human beings have no inherent value other than how much money they make.
... [1]f someone is on welfare they have negative value. If he earns a thousand times more
than a schoolteacher, then he’s a thousand times more valuable.” Mercer can be both a math
genius and the biggest jerk. To put it politely: Mercer is a magnificent example of capital
personified. Since Donald was the wealthiest of the presidential candidates, the former was
bound to end up identifying the latter as the best possible president.®® Moreover, despite the
respectable appearances that investment funds try to project, the forms of capital that these
two individuals embody are ultimately very similar: financial capital, in fact, rules the "casino
economy," a perverse and unscrupulous universe of lawless gamblers, "the resurrection of
the lumpen proletariat in the summits of bourgeois society," as Marx says in the opening
quote of this work. That individuals from this world collude with the Trumpist incarnation of
shady capital, what could be more normal?

Mercer and his daughter are part of a very discreet club, apparently comprising about twenty
extremely reactionary super-rich people who share an ambitious political will: to seize power
by financing candidates who will recompose the American political scene to the far right by
exploding the traditional parties and the establishment. They spend a lot of money on it. The
law helps them do this: since a Supreme Court ruling in 2010, there is virtually no limit on the
amount of money that companies, associations, and individuals can invest in election
campaigns. For the 2016 campaign, the group set a goal of raising $889 million and raised
more than $700 million. The Mercers contributed $22.6 million. A specialist on this subject,
Jane Mayer believes that "power has tilted away from the two main political parties and

84 Katherine Burton, “Inside a Moneymaking Machine Like No Other,” Bloomberg Markets, Nov 21,
2016.

8 Corey Robin, op. cit., p. 79.

8 Candidates’ net worth: Donald Trump, $4.1 billion; Hillary Clinton, $111 million; Ted Cruz, $3
million ; John Kasich, $2.5 million; Bernie Sanders, $436 thousand.
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toward a tiny group of rich mega-donors.” # In a very detailed book devoted to the history of
the Koch club, Mayer describes what must be described as a secret society of billionaires
who conspire to bring to power a government entirely devoted to their interests.88

Other billionaires put even more money into elections (the most generous donors fund the
Democrats), but the Kochs' secret society pushes the logic of capitalist investment the
furthest. Within it, the Mercers differ on two points. First, they invest long-term in the
ideological struggle: In 2011, Robert Mercer invested $10 million in the far-right website
Breitbart News, which went from 8 million unique visitors in 2014 to 85 million in October
2016 (Stephen Bannon is, in effect, a Mercer employee). Second, they demand profitability.
Rebekah Mercer arrived at a negative assessment of the Koch brothers' methods. Already in
2012, to beat Obama, she and her father had contributed $25 million to the kitty managed by
the two brothers. Rebekah was irritated to see that this money had been spent in vain:
"Where is my return?" she railed when she noticed that the Black President was still in the
White House. That is why, on the recommendation of Bannon, whom she had known for
years, her father invested $5 million in Cambridge Analytica, a data mining firm that helps
candidates scientifically manipulate voters by tracing their "psychometric" profiles.

Bannon served on the board of directors of Cambridge Analytica. The firm had worked
effectively for the far-right UK Independence Party during the Brexit vote in Britain. It prides
itself on possessing thousands of data points concerning 220 million U.S. citizens. It first
worked for Ted Cruz, who, in addition to the Tea Party, was supported by the Mercers, the
Koch brothers, and their entire libertarian corporate lobby because Cruz embodied their
reactionary project with the most coherence. After Trump's nomination, the Mercers decided
to bet on him. A second choice of sorts because Trump did not provide all the guarantees of
ideological coherence and purity.®° It was undoubtedly to remedy this weakness that
Rebekah convinced Trump to hire Bannon as campaign manager and to employ the services
of Cambridge Analytica.

It is worth noting that the Kochs did not follow the Mercers in their pro-Trump turn: consistent
libertarians, they criticized the protectionism of the candidate and his Muslim ban project,
which Charles Koch even described as "monstrous” and "frightening.” The two brothers only
rallied to Trump after his surprise election. This rallying was favored by the fact that, having
neither party nor apparatus, Trump was led to draw "human resources" in a hurry from the
powerful networks of reactionary think tanks. Particularly those of the Koch brothers.
Moreover, Mike Pence, chosen as vice presidential running mate, was a foal of Charles and
David Koch: he was their favorite for the 2012 presidential election, and they had financed

8 Jane Mayer, op. cit.

8 Jane Mayer, Dark Money. The Hidden History of the Billionaires Behind the Rise of the Radical
Right, Anchor Books, 2016.

8 Trump did not embody all the dimensions of the reactionary project. During the campaign for the
Republican nomination, for example, he supported the idea that transgender men assigned male at
birth could use women's bathrooms (the controversy on this subject is known as the “bathroom
debate”). Ted Cruz attacked him on this point (Trip Gabriel, “Ted Cruz, Attacking Donald Trump, Uses
Transgender Bathroom Access as Cudgel,” New York Times, Apr 29, 2016). Once in the White
House, Trump turned on this issue as on others, out of opportunism vis-a-vis his evangelical base.
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his political action to the tune of $300,000 over the next four years. The facts reported by
Jane Mayer are important because they allow us to analyze the plot hatched by the Kochs
(there is indeed a plot) without falling into the trap of "conspiracy theory." Mayer in fact
reveals a good dose of internal struggles, pragmatism, and improvisation within a wealthy
extreme right that is not monolithic. Riddled with disagreements (in Chapter IV we will return
to the contention over protectionism), it has been led by electoral reality first to accommodate
itself to Trump, then to take advantage of the opportunity created by his election by seeking
to influence his policies.*®®

An alternative project to halt the decline of the United States

Whatever the case may be with these struggles for influence, it is a gross mistake to see
Bannon simply as the brightest star in a nebula of Nazi and white supremacist groups. The
director of Breitbart News is the agent of the reactionary political project of extremely rich
people who, to achieve their ends, mobilize not only a lot of money but also sophisticated
technologies worthy of Big Brother. Bannon's mission is not to maintain an identity-based
Nazi folklore but to bring about the emergence of a far right with a majority mission by relying
on the mass base of the Tea Party and giving it a political extension via conquest of the
Republican Party. It was in this capacity that he contributed decisively to the strategic
coherence of the Trump campaign. For there is indeed a coherence: In the campaign, the
Trumpist-Bannonist program in fact represented a proposal for an alternative capitalist plan
to halt the decline of US imperialism.

The logic of this alternative was clearly exposed in 2014 by Stephen Bannon himself at a
conference organized at the Vatican by the Dignitatis Humanae Institute (“Institute for Human
Dignity”).*! Its starting point is the idea that, without a change of course, the United States
will lose its position of world domination to China within 30 years. From this arises a series of
geostrategic conclusions: We must concentrate forces on the main Chinese enemy, counter
or destabilize it now whenever possible; seek a strategic and ideological/religious alliance
with Russia (against China in the medium term, and against "Islamic terrorism" in the short
term); put NATO on the back burner (forcing European partners to contribute more if they
want the alliance to continue); invest massively in the armed forces; take protectionist
measures to strengthen the competitiveness of US industry and reduce the foreign trade
deficit; free the US from international treaties, free the US from international institutions, and
review the political and financial commitment of the United States to them; and more. (We
will return to this subject in more detail in Chapter I1V.)

Bannon makes no secret of the fact that it is ultimately a matter of the US preparing for a
world war for hegemony.

% Jane Mayer, Dark Money, op. cit.

1 Founded by Christian conservatives in the European Parliament, Dignitatis Humanae Institute aims
to promote a "Christian voice" in European politics. The group is linked to reactionary currents in the
Church, a key figure of which is the Cardinal of Saint Louis (USA) Raymond Burke, an opponent of
Pope Francis and Trump supporter. A transcript of Bannon’s contribution is online here:
http://www.dignitatishumanae.com/index.php/this-is-how-steve-bannon-sees-the-entire-world/
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Such an external objective is obviously inconceivable without a complementary internal
strategy that will make it possible to impose the necessary sacrifices and legitimize them. In
this respect, the proposal consists, on the one hand, in moving towards an authoritarian
regime capable of disciplining society and, on the other hand, in mobilizing an ideology in the
service of this project. However, the ideology does not need to be invented from scratch. It
has been there, ready for use since the genocide of the Native Americans and the
establishment of the slave state at the end of the 18th century. It has adapted to abolition,
had to retreat in the face of the trade unionism of the 1930s and the post-war social
movements, has been strengthened since the end of the 1960s through the campaigns of
Ross Perot, then Pat Buchanan for the presidency, and proliferates in the neoliberal climate.
it is white populist nationalism — the myth of the nation that Benedict Anderson defines as
"an imaginary and imagined community" combined with anti-elite, anti-intellectual, anti-
political demagoguery.®?

"Nationalism can only truly be understood in a fully global context, as the fruit of deep and
powerful forces that are not attached to any nation," according to Anderson.®® The current
nationalist-populist upsurge underscores the remarkable relevance of this assertion,
particularly in the United States where nationalism is inseparable from the strategic debate
on how to maintain global imperialist hegemony. We must therefore take the Trumpist
strategy as a whole: the two aspects — geostrategy and domestic policy — form a whole.

In the US version, the "imaginary and imagined community" is an especially reactionary
myth. The nation was built on the frontier, based on slavery. It is rural, Christian, white,
patriarchal, heterosexual, sovereign, totally free to arm itself and to undertake, invincible
when united, and exempt from accounting for its actions to anyone but God.%* This simple
description is enough to identify those who are excluded and who can therefore be
considered as potential enemies: non-whites in general, African-Americans and Native
Americans in particular; Muslims and "cosmopolitan" Jews; women, gay and transgender
people; and ... unions. Here we find in particular the issue of labor, of the working class
conceived as the set of those who sell their labor power to ensure their existence. As part of
the overall strategy, the function of the billionaire's social demagoguery — the “promise” of
25 million jobs thanks to racism, protectionism, and infrastructure works — is indeed very
clear: It is a question of using the levers of gender and "race" to create deep divisions. It is a
guestion of deceiving some and neutralizing others in order to crush those who resist. In the
final analysis, the success or failure of Trump's strategy to "make America great again”
depends on this factor.

But this is not the only obstacle. Bannon says it: His project involves a struggle within the
bourgeoisie itself against the proponents of neoliberal globalization (what he calls "the party
of Davos" and "crony capitalism™). The most influential circles of the American bourgeoisie,

92 Bill Crane, “The Rise of Donald Trump, Anti-Politics and the Left,” RS21 rs21.org.uk, Jun 6, 2016.

% Benedict Anderson, L'imaginaire national: Réflexions sur l'origine et I'essor du nationalisme, La
Découverte, 1996. The quotation comes from the preface to the French edition.

% It is because Ayn Rand is in tune with this myth created from scratch by the bourgeoisie of the
colony in its struggle against the English crown that she is so popular in the United States, and
nowhere else.
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on Wall Street and in Silicon Valley, oppose the nationalist withdrawal. This is why their
financial donations showered the coffers of Clinton, the candidate of continuity. However,
"when ideas take hold of the masses, they become material forces" (Marx). This also applies
to reactionary ideas, and it is precisely because they have taken hold of (a part) of the
masses that they have won.

This victory, as a result, has given rise to unexpected militant delcarations. Edward Luce's,
for example. The head of the "United States" section of the neoliberal Financial Times
regularly and skillfully lashed out at Donald Trump, whom he describes as "the Frankenstein
of the Republican Party.” ® Here is a comical situation: a newspaper of reference of
neoliberal globalization attacks a neoliberal party in power in the bastion of neoliberalism.
And why? To protect neoliberalism.

A pure product of neoliberalism

For Trump, in truth, is not only the Frankenstein of the Republicans described by Luce but,
more broadly, the Frankenstein of neoliberalism and the military adventures that go with it.
He was a member of the Democratic Party from August 1981 to September 2009, because,
as he put it, "it just seems the economy does better under the Democrats.” °® But the
Democrats are no less responsible than the Republicans for the tax rules, the bankruptcy
laws, and the complicit complacency of the judicial system toward entrepreneurs, all of which
profited Trump profited as a real estate developer. Nor are the Democrats less responsible
for the climate of deregulation and corruption in which a whole fauna of shady businessmen,
lawyers, and bankers prospers legally.

Bill Clinton lifted all taboos on mass layoffs by big business;®” he also completed the
dismantling of the Glass-Steagall Act put in place during the depression of 1929 to separate
commercial banking, stock market, and insurance activities, thus promoting the
unprecedented inflation of the financial bubble that would burst in 2007.%8 “Too big to fail,” as
we have seen, was a joint invention of the Bush and Obama teams. As for racism and
imperialism, where was the difference? Obama zealously managed the machinery for turning
back and deporting immigrants;®® the number of drone bombings reached a record high
under his presidency;!? the prison at Guantanamo Bay remained (despite campaign
promises); social inequality continued to grow. Last but not least, the murders — usually
unpunished — of Blacks by the police reached record numbers under his presidency. As

% Edward Luce, “Donald Trump’s apologists have nowhere to hide,” Financial Times, Aug 16, 2017.

% Tom Murse, “Was Donald Trump a Democrat?” ThoughtCo., Sep 28, 2017. See also, Chris Moody,
“Trump in '04: 'l probably identify more as Democrat',” CNN, Jul 22, 2015.

% Louis Uchitelle, “Le salarié jetable: enquéte sur les licenciements aux etats-unis,” Demopolis, 2008.

% Daniel Munevar, “Les Etats-Unis de la dérégulation financiére a la crise globale,” CADTM.org, Jun
17, 2011.

% Myriam Valverde, “Trump right on Obama’s deportation numbers, wrong about nobody talking about
it,” Politifact, Oct 21, 2017.

100 Jack Moore, “Drone Strikes Under Obama Killed up to 117 Civilians Worldwide,” Newsweek, Jan
20, 2017.
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Perry Anderson puts it, “Obama was more consequential as a guardian of empire overseas
than as agent of change at home.” 1%

All the ideologues and lackeys of capital have collaborated to create Donald Trump. By dint
of hammering away for 40 years that society is a jungle populated by wild animals whose
survival depends on the race for profit, the refusal of solidarity, the freezing of wages, the
dismantling of collective services, the return of women to household chores, the
commodification of nature, and the repression of migrants without papers, all of them have
spawned legions of fundamentalists of their own dogmas, bands of fanatics over which they
are no longer masters. The neoliberal cauldron is literally teeming with frustrated individuals,
ready to throw themselves into the arms of a Trump because they dream of being a Trump,
ready to submit to a Leader because they hope to be petty leaders. Is it really surprising that
this toxic mixture has produced something as odious as a Donald, a being ready to do
anything to belong to a pseudo "elite" that wallows in luxury and impunity? Wasn't Berlusconi
a warning? How many Trumps and Berlusconis will we need to understand that the system
thus spontaneously generates the means to save itself on our backs?

The previous chapter ended with this question: "How could such an individual rise to the top
of the world's leading power?" We have the answer: While the neoliberalism of the
Democrats discouraged millions of low-income people from voting, Trump reaped the fruits of
the idiotic national-populist rage that neoliberalism propagated among the petty and middle
bourgeoisie as well as certain layers of the working class. And that’s only the beginning.

"l could stand in the middle of Fifth Avenue and shoot somebody and | wouldn't lose voters,"
Trump said during his campaign.®? Like Jean-Marie Le Pen, Donald enjoys transgression.
Asked not long ago about Deng Xiaoping's crushing of the democracy movement in China,
Trump replied: “When the students poured into Tiananmen Square, the Chinese government
almost blew it. Then they were vicious, they were horrible, but they put it down with strength.
That shows you the power of strength. Our country is right now perceived as weak.” The
same praise was given to Putin, the former KGB officer: “Putin’s been a very strong leader
for Russia, he’s been a lot stronger than our leader, that | can tell you."'%

Ironically, a quarter of a century after the fall of the Soviet Union, US neoliberalism, the great
lecturer on democracy to the entire planet, finds itself under the leadership of a perverse
admirer of the Chinese and Russian despots who have become masters in the art of putting
the police methods of Stalinism at the service of capital accumulation. For Trump and his
henchmen, the conquest of the White House is only a step, a transformational trial run on the
road to an authoritarian regime, to an oligarchy based on force. Can they achieve this? What
is their record so far? The next chapter will attempt to answer these questions.

101 perry Anderson, op. cit.
102 Jeremy Diamond, “Trump: | could ‘'shoot somebody and | wouldn't lose voters,” CNN, Jan 24, 2016.

103 Matthew Nussbaum, “Trump defends comments on Tiananmen Square, Putin,” Politico.com, Mar
10, 2016
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Chapter IlI: Frankenstein in the White House

"The nature of democracy is to personify itself in a man"

(Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte)

Since Donald Trump took office, the dominant comments have combined irony in the face of
the wave of layoffs at the White House, indignation at the President's connections with the
Alt-Right, highlighting of his record unpopularity, and jubilation at his inability to implement
his campaign promises. In this way, the idea has spread that Trump is a buffoon incapable of
governing, that he will fail fatally, that his reign is only accidental. We are reassured: the
troublemaker will be forced either to resign or to fall in line. If this were not to happen, we
would be rid of him by 2020 at the latest. Trump, we are told, would be unable to win a
second term, so everything would soon return to "normal.” The dangers of war he hangs over
our heads stem only from his impulsiveness, unpredictability, and megalomania — not from
his project and strategy, nor from the structural crisis of capitalism nor from the fundamental
aggressiveness of a declining superpower. We should therefore be patient, not move — not
add difficulties to difficulties. We should remain confident in "democracy,” hope that there will
be enough safeguards in institutions and composure among officials, in the United States
and abroad.

This, in broad strokes, is the conventional wisdom offered to us. This chapter will show that it
misleads us about the nature of our adversary, conceals the context that created him, and
paralyzes us at a time when we should be mobilizing to avoid a possible tipping of the world
into dictatorship, war, and climate catastrophe.

In his preface to Mary Shelley's Frankenstein, Siv Jansson wrote that "Invention does not
consist in creating from emptiness, but from chaos." 1% This reflection sheds light on the
modus operandi of the modern Frankenstein that haunts the White House. Even if he knows
nothing else, Trump knows that his order can only be born from the disorder he creates.
Each of his failures challenges him; he takes it up by deepening the chaos that serves to
justify his despotic project and to hide the problems of his past. It is a complete mistake to try
to gauge the action of this character in terms of "good governance,” stable institutional
compromises, give-and-take between partner-adversaries, and other usual methods of party
apparatuses. He has no use for all that. Donald's political action must be read as an
extension of Trump's journey as capital, with madness to boot. He wants absolute personal
power and the absolute loyalty of his staff. He fires the recalcitrant: “You're fired.” He
abolishes the rules. He breaks or bypasses obstacles, by trickery or force, legally or illegally.
In his eyes, his own program has no other function than the establishment of the

104 Mary Shelley, Frankenstein or the Modern Prometheus, Introduction and Notes by Siv Jansson,
Wordsworth Classics, ebook
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authoritarian regime of which he would be the leader. Indeed, in his schizophrenic
relationship with Dr. Trump, Mr. Donald aspires to dictatorship not only to realize his fascistic
ideas but also because it would be the way to escape justice for good, to finally complete the
metamorphosis of his shady capital into a "respectable” grand capital. He aspires to this
metamorphosis more than anything else because it would also, he thinks, lead to the
metamorphosis of his person. He is nothing and wants to be everything; it is his quest for the
Grall, his life's work. Trump in the White House is the fusion of politics and person in a total
reactionary project which, as Jaurés said, carries war within it as the cloud carries the storm.

Obamacare: Trump’s Waterloo?

Since the failure of attempts to abolish Obamacare in Congress was presented as a
harbinger of the inevitable collapse of Trumpism, let's start there.

Steven Pearlstein set the tone. A columnist for the Washington Post, winner of the Pulitzer
Prize for political commentary, Pearlstein wrote: “Remember this day, July 28, 2017: The day
Donald Trump became a lame duck president. [It is] the day the tea party revolution ended
and Washington began the return to ‘regular order.” The coup de grace came at 1:30 a.m. on
the Senate floor as John McCain became the third Republican to break ranks and defeat the
third attempt to repeal Obamacare.... This is a Waterloo moment for Trump, the tea party
and their alliance. They have been stopped in their tracks not only by Democratic opposition
but because of a mutiny within their own ranks. Although never particularly liked or
respected, it is now clear that they are no longer feared. The bankruptcy of their ideas and
their incompetence have been exposed. Their momentum has been dissipated. Their
rejection of political norms has itself been scorned. Our long national nightmare may finally
be coming to an end." 1%

However, the anti-Obamacare momentum was not at all "broken." In fact, it was the opposite,
in three phase.

The first phase was that of the word. Trump blamed the Republican failure on Obamacare
not only on the three senators guilty in his eyes of treason ("They let the American people
down," he said)'% but above all on the leadership of the party. For several weeks, he lashed
out at the leader of his own faction in the Senate, Mitch McConnell: "I just want him to get
repeal and replace®” done. I've been hearing repeal and replace now for seven years....
Mitch, get to work and let’s get it done."

Cleverly, Trump thus took advantage of the media attention to transform the symbol of his
failure into a symbolic failure of the Republican leaders. In the process, he insinuated that the
entire program favored by Republican voters risked being sabotaged in the same way by the

105 Steven Pearlstein, “Mark this date: Donald Trump is now a lame-duck president,” Washington Post,
Jul 28, 2017.

106 Barney Jopson & Sam Fleming, “Trump lashes out over healthcare reform failure,” Financial Times,
Jul 28, 2017.

197 1n political and media jargon, the operation of abolishing Obamacare and replacing it with another
system is referred to as “repeal and replace,” and abolition alone as “repeal.” For simplicity, these
terms will be used in the remainder of this chapter.
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leadership of the party. When asked whether McConnell should, in his opinion, resign as
majority leader, the President replied: "If he doesn't get repeal and replace done, and he
doesn't get taxes done ... and if he doesn't get a very easy one to get done — infrastructure
— if he doesn't get them done, then you can ask me that question." 1% In short, far from
being broken in his momentum, Trump took the offensive posture of the faithful
representative of the Tea Party in the fight against the establishment: the man who is not
corrupted by Washington (the proof: he refuses to be paid for the job);1° the savior who, all
alone, tries to "drain the swamp"; the one whom the rank and file must support more than
ever, because he had only lost a battle against Obamacare, not the war.

Trump-Arpaio, same fight

The second phase was that of the apparition. The hero himself had to appear before his
followers to mobilize them by showing them his determination. This was the incredible rally in
Phoenix, Arizona, on August 22.119 A month after the vote on Obamacare, ten days after the
Nazi demonstration in Charlottesville and the subsequent dismissal of Stephen Bannon
(more later on that).

Some were looking forward to a weakened Trump without his Rasputin. They would soon
become disillusioned. The President returned to the ultra-aggressive and demagogic style of
his campaign. Two years earlier, in the same place, he had launched his charge against
"Mexican-criminals-drug-traffickers-and-rapists.” Back at the scene of the crime, what would
he do? He began by covering his tracks. Racist, him? Come on! The rally was introduced by
the only black man on his team (Housing Secretary Ben Carson), then by Martin Luther
King's niece (believe it!). A pastor sprinkled holy water in large jets to the theme of "We are
all children of God." The ultra-conservative Vice President Mike Pence finished warming up
the crowd. Finally, Trump made his triumphant entrance. Pointing his finger at journalists, as
if to incite the mob to lynch them, he explained how viciously he was being countered by the
establishment and institutional rules. Then came the highlight of the show — support for Joe
Arpaio.

And racism, hidden until then, resurfaced like a devil out its box.

A former Arizona sheriff and early Trumpist, Arpaio can only be described as a Nazi in police
uniform. For years, in his county of Maricopa, this sinister individual had hundreds of people
arrested on suspicion that they might be “illegal” Latinos. Under the watch of armed men, his
victims, dressed in striped uniforms and pink underwear, were chained like slaves in mini-
concentration camps surrounded by barbed wire, housed in stifling tents.'!! Arpaio thus

108 James Oliphant, “Trump attacks Mitch McConnell for second day over Senate health policy failure,”
Reuters, Aug 10, 2017.
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became a far-right icon, revered by racists throughout the country. Ordered to stop these
practices, following a federal investigation started under Bush junior (not under Obama, as
he claimed!),'2 the sheriff openly defied the law, leading to his conviction in July 2017 on
contempt of court charges. He was scheduled to be sentenced on October 5, 2017. At the
August rally in Phoenix, Arpaio was facing a possible sentence of six months in jail. Trump
hinted that he would grant Arpaio a presidential pardon. This he did a few days later, for
“admirable service” rendered to the Nation.'*®* Trump called Arpaio "a patriot" in front of the
television cameras.!

Trump's message to Phoenix was crystal clear: Arpaio's actions in the field underscored the
need for the wall Trump was fighting for in the Washington swamp. Embroidering on the idea
that he and Arpaio were fighting the same battle, he made it clear that he would prove
himself worthy of the local hero and that he too would use all means to achieve his ends.
Legal means first. For example, the tactic that Tea Party elected officials used in 2013,
provoking the fury of the establishment: “If we have to close down our government, we're
building that wall,” Trump said. “We’re going to have our wall.” 1*> Secondly, illegal means:
indeed, by pardoning an outlaw sheriff, Trump clearly suggested that he would not hesitate to
break the rules.

Few media outlets have noted this point. The Financial Times did, through Edward Luce: “Mr.
Trump is finding it ever easier to break the spirit of the law. Having issued one unforgivable
pardon, it will be easier to do so again. Constitutional lawyers say presidents cannot pardon
themselves. But no court can prevent Mr. Trump from pardoning his sons, his associates
and, ultimately, himself. Only Congress can hold a president to account. This means
Republicans would have to impeach Mr.Trump to undo his self-pardon, which would be a tall
order. To underline: anyone who thinks Mr. Trump is incapable of exonerating himself has
not been paying attention. It is the story of his life. Mr. Trump creates his own reality.”*6

It couldn't be said better, and it is surprising that a neoliberal newspaper that advocates
against any hindrance to free enterprise would speak out so clearly. Still, the analysis is
excellent. Luce unveils the scenario of a constitutional coup d'état by which Trump could
establish his dictatorship. All he needs is a pretext — he will find it — and a Republican Party
under his thumb — he is working hard at it.

Replace, Repeal, Explode

A man with a divine mission cannot be satisfied with the word and the apparition. So came
the time for action. Given the failure of the Senate offensive in July, Trump-the-Savior

112 Joe Arpaio participated actively in the “birther movement” campaign against Obama, unlawfully
sending investigators to Hawaii — like Trump — to look for the President's birth certificate.
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undertook to attack Obamacare on his own. The Constitution authorizes the President to act
by "executive orders" — by decree. Without going through Congress, executive orders can
clarify or modify the terms of application of existing laws and modify or cancel executive
orders issued by previous occupants of the Oval Office. This is what Obama did, on many
issues where he did not have a majority in Congress. Trump is following him. A good part of
his frenetic activity consists of undemocratically undoing the decisions taken
undemocratically by his predecessor.

Since Obamacare was passed by Congress, it cannot be repealed by executive order. This
is why, from the start, Trump took a different line: 1) repeal and replace could be complicated
and politically perilous because the question would have to be answered: "replace with
what?" — thus exposing him to the risk of showing that his electoral promise of a "much
better, much better" health care system was only a booby trap; 2) the Republicans could try
to repeal — simply abolish — Obamacare and postpone the unpleasant surprise of the
replace until later, when the Trumpist dictatorship would be established; 3) if the repeal did
not work, there would be nothing left but to implode Obamacare by means of executive
orders. Immediately after July 28 — his Waterloo, according to Pearlstein — Trump drew the
conclusion from the failure: “You know, | said from the beginning, let Obamacare implode
and then do [healthcare reform]. And | turned out to be right. Let Obamacare implode.” 17 |s
this how a vanquished emperor on his way to Saint Helena expresses himself?

To understand what happens next, we need to say a few words about the Affordable Care
Act (ACA) itself. In the world's richest country, nearly 50 million people did not have health
coverage from their employers, Medicare, or Medicaid (both state and federally funded) for
the poor. The aim of the reform was to provide coverage to 21 million of them.

To achieve this goal, Obamacare: 1) requires all Americans to have health insurance, and
subsidizes companies so that premiums are not too high; 2) seeks to enlist young people
and people in good health, in order to reduce premiums; 3) obliges companies with more
than 50 employees to offer health insurance; 4) creates state-run insurance markets, with
websites where people can compare prices and buy their policy; 5) prohibits insurance
companies from refusing a person on the basis of his or her medical records and from
imposing higher premiums, particularly on women; 6) authorizes young people to remain on
their parents' insurance until the age of 26; 7) extends the possibilities of Medicaid care for
the poor; 8) provides for an annual enlistment period during which people choose their
insurance; and 9) subsidizes organizations that inform and raise awareness among these
people with a view to the period of enlistment.

Backed by an army of reactionary think tanks, conservatives — led by the Tea Party —
fought against Obamacare step by step. They claimed that the system would harm the
competitiveness of businesses, and therefore employment. The argument was debunked:
employment increased by 9% in the health care sector, more than offsetting losses in other
sectors. They challenged Obamacare as an unconstitutional intrusion into the private affairs
of companies and individuals and appealed to the Supreme Court on this basis: they were
dismissed in 2012. Christian employers claimed that they could not be forced to promote

117 Barney Jopson & Sam Fleming, Financial Times, op. cit.
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contraceptives, nor could the federal government be allowed to circumvent companies by
offering contraceptives itself, as this would violate their conscience. The Court ruled neither
one way nor the other, suggesting the parties seek a compromise.

A Machiavellian plan

Finally, the Donald showed up. His first executive order on Obamacare was a gift to his
bigoted reactionary base. In early October 2017, it rescinded the provision requiring
employers to offer their employees health insurance that includes free access to at least one
of the 18 methods of contraception recognized by the Food and Drug Administration. The
fundamentalists were jubilant: their President put an end to "a financial burden for companies
and individuals" as well as to "discrimination" against organizations "respectful of unborn
life." Civil rights and women's rights groups announced their intention to challenge the
executive order in court. In the meantime, more than 55 million women would be deprived of
their right to free contraception.8

Trump's strategy exploits two elements: on the one hand, Obamacare is an insurance
market, in which prices are sensitive to supply and demand; on the other hand, this market is
much less popular than is suggested by the media. Let's start with the second point. While
the impact of ACA is positive for minorities, one-third of minorities report a negative
experience with the system. Moreover, among the white fraction of the working classes, less
than one person in eight has a positive opinion of the effect of the measure.'*® This explains
why the President was able, without an outcry, to take a series of measures to sabotage the
Obamacare market: the duration of the 2017 enroliment period was reduced by half,
subsidies to organizations that provide information on Obamacare by 90%, and subsidies to
associations that help "clients" take out insurance by 41%. In addition, as luck would have it,
the Administration announced that the federal healthcare.gov site would be closed for
maintenance for several hours a day during the 2017 enrollment period (which begins on
November 1). In concrete terms, these measures are likely to result in fewer people,
especially fewer healthy people, taking out insurance. Premiums will become more
expensive if there are fewer policyholders and a higher proportion of sick policyholders.

When the ACA was passed, some states had rules allowing companies to sell health
insurance within their borders as long as they had obtained a license from another state. The
ACA incorporated this system, but on two conditions: that these companies guarantee at
least the same health coverage as Obamacare and that they did not charge higher
premiums. On October 12, Trump blew up both conditions. The result will be to favor a
competing system, entirely private, offering lower quality health coverage at a lower cost to
participants. Under this system, premiums can vary depending on the health of the insured
and women can be forced to pay higher premiums — both of which are prohibited by
Obamacare. The calculation is Machiavellian: young people and healthy people, especially
men, will turn to this type of insurance, financially destabilizing the ACA. Trump promised
"even more relief and more freedom" from Obamacare. "This is only the beginning.... We are
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going to pressure Congress very strongly to finish the repeal and replace."*?° The President
has notably threatened to reduce subsidies to insurance companies.'?! The "beginning of the
end of the nightmare" announced by Pearlstein does not really seem to be in sight.

A dangerous underestimation

The tendency to see Trump as a passing anomaly is even more pronounced among
European political commentators than among their colleagues on the US side of the Atlantic.
We can guess that many analyses are underpinned by the fear that Donald will destabilize
the European Union by strengthening the Farages, Le Pens, Orbans, and Wilders. Some are
SO eager to exorcise the danger that they would sell the bear's skin before killing the bear.

Amid Faljaoui is one example. On the hundredth day of Trump's presidency, the director of
the French-language magazines of the Roularta group took up his sharpest pen to unmask
the villain. Quote: "While he had promised to pass ten major laws in a hundred days, none
has been passed so far. Nothing, nada! The wall with Mexico? He's still waiting! The ban on
coming to the United States for nationals of certain Muslim countries? It was rejected by the
judges! The transfer of the American embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem? No news since
then! The abrogation of the Iran nuclear deal? Here too, we don't talk about it anymore! The
repeal of Barack Obama's health insurance system? Again, Republican lawmakers
sabotaged his plan! The massive reduction in taxes? It also scares Republicans who don't
want it in its current form, because it risks increasing the budget deficit! ... As for China, it
was accused only yesterday of manipulating its currency and had to expect retaliation. All it
took was a trip by the Chinese president to Florida for China to become a trading partner like
any other! In short, as the Chinese rightly say, Donald Trump is proving to be a ‘paper tiger".
In our country, we would say ‘a dog that barks doesn't bite.' " 122

Alas, Amid Faljaoui's exclamations do not prevent Donald Trump from biting, and he does
not let go of the bone. On most of the issues cited, the President is making progress. At the
time of writing, the Republican faction in the Senate has passed the 2018 budget. Spending
will remain at the 2017 level with the sharp increase in military spending being offset by cuts
in other items. This budget is part of a ten-year plan providing for cuts of up to $106 billion in
non-military budgets. The defense budget would increase to $684 billion in 2027. The text
adopted by the Senate provides, over a decade, $473 billion and $1 trillion in cuts,
respectively, in the Medicare and Medicaid programs, compared to the baseline scenario.
The Energy and Natural Resources Committee is charged with contributing to the defense
effort by concocting legislation, any legislation, to bring in a billion dollars in ten years.
According to observers, the most likely way to raise such a sum is to allow oil and gas
development in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. This vote on the 2018 budget paves the
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way for Trump’s promised tax reform. The Republican objective: tax cuts of up to $1.5
trillion.1%

Takeover of the judiciary

The President is also moving forward, more discreetly, in talking control of the judicial
system. The stakes are high for him on two levels: first, to prevent judges from putting a
wrench in the works of his program as took place on several occasions with the executive
order barring entry to the country by nationals of six Muslim countries; second, to protect him
if he gets caught by the justice system over the Trump University scam, the corrupt
investments in Georgia and Azerbaijan, or Russian interference in the election campaign.

The Supreme Court had been short one justice for a year. The Republicans had blocked
Obama's nominee. Trump nominated the ultra-reactionary Neil Gorsuch (48 years old), who
was confirmed by the Republican-controlled Senate. Like his colleagues, Gorsuch will serve
for life. The conservatives now have a majority — a great victory for the right. This became
evident as early as June, when the Court allowed the third version of the Muslim travel ban to
come into force, subject to certain modifications.'?* At the time of writing, the Court is
deciding the case of a pastry chef who invoked his "freedom of conscience" to refuse making
a wedding cake for two people of the same sex. Trump is asking the Court to rule in favor of
the pastry chef. An unimportant anecdote? Nope. There will be judge-made law. The issue is
whether "freedom of conscience" takes precedence over laws banning discrimination in
business transactions.'®

It's not just the Supreme Court. The President must appoint — for life — some 150 judges to
fill the federal courts across the country. Trump is relying on a conservative think tank — the
Federalist Society, funded by the Koch brothers and the Chamber of Commerce — to hand
pick candidates. Recently, the press reported that the President is choosing whites, maostly
men, to fill vacancies in federal courts, and that he is doing so at a rate not seen in decades:
91% white, 81% men.'?¢

These appointments must be ratified by Congress, but Congress only plays a very limited
role as a filter. For example, Congress confirmed the appointment of a certain John Bush to
the United States Court of Appeals. On this gentleman's blog, he denounced the right to
abortion and the abolition of slavery as "the two greatest tragedies" of the United States.
Trump also has a crush on a certain Amy Coney Barrett. According to this very Christian
woman, judges are exempt from following the law when it conflicts with their faith. And so on.
Dan Goldberg, legal director of the Alliance for Justice (a progressive judicial advocacy
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group) sounds the alarm: "It can’t be overstated the impact the individuals he’s appointing
will have on millions of people across the country and their children for a generation or
two."2

A "paper tiger", Trump? A "dog that barks and doesn't bite"? Really?

Excluding the poor, Blacks, women from the right to vote

Electoral reform is another important piece of the Trumpist puzzle. Roseline Letteron, a
professor of public law at the Sorbonne, wondered during the 2012 election: "Is the United
States really a democracy? Half of potential U.S. voters are not registered to vote. This is a
social exclusion [which] reveals a total loss of confidence in the electoral system, and even in
the political system in general.... Social segregation has succeeded legal

segregation.” Moreover, this exclusion is reinforced by the chaos in the organization of the
elections. The United States has files on millions of people around the world, but no single
list of its voters! More than two million voters are registered in more than one state. If a
person believes that he or she is entitled to vote but does not appear on the lists, his or her
vote is recorded on a provisional basis. There is then validation — or not — by a process
established at the level of each state. Arbitrariness reigns supreme. In practice, proof of
identity requirements are used as “an instrument for the exclusion of the poorest and
minorities" and "the procedure designed to allow the excluded to vote is a pure and simple
instrument of electoral fraud", in the view of Roseline Letteron.?8

Four years later, the situation was still as chaotic as ever. But Trump likes that, chaos is his
element. When there is not enough, he adds it back in. The day after the election, he claimed
that three to five million people had voted illegally, which is absurd. He insinuated that
Clinton had more votes than him thanks to the fraud and that it was mainly the work of the
Black community, which is racist. Before the election, he had already instructed his followers
to "take a look at what would happen in Philadelphia, Chicago, St. Louis" — three cities with
large African-American communities.

Upon becoming President, Donald appointed Mike Pence and_Kansas Secretary of State
Kris Kobach to co-chair a commission for "election integrity.” Kobach proposed that Kansas's
criteria for maintaining voter rolls be generalized to the entire country. However, Kansas
eliminates at least three times as many voters as states with the same population — more
even than Florida, which has a population seven times larger.*?® We can guess the intention:
under the guise of electoral integrity, to evolve towards a system that excludes even more
poor people, especially non-whites and women, from the right to vote. The aim is not to fight
fraud but to organize fraud in the service of reaction. As African-American writer Steven W.
Thrasher puts it: "With the power of the federal government, the help of state election
executives like Kobach around the country, a resigned census director, and an attorney
general who will no longer sue states who are suppressing votes, Trump is ending elections
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as we've known them." 130 Indeed. Exclusionary plebiscite pseudo-democracy is one of the
possible forms of Trump's dictatorship.

The privileged white middle-class people of the Tea Party dread the time when Blacks,
Latinos, and other communities will be in the majority in the United States. The slogan "Make
America Great Again" appeals to them because it suggests turning the wheel of history in
reverse. But how far? Before the conquest of civil rights? Even further back to the origins,
when Native Americans, Blacks, the poor, and women were excluded from the right to vote?
It is impossible to answer a priori: the balance of social forces will decide the question. This
reactionary project seems inconceivable, yet it gives coherence to the President's actions,
and the unmentionable aspects of this project partly explain his zig-zags.

The Charlottesville reveal

Consistency and zig-zags were both clearly manifested in the Charlottesville affair. We
mentioned it earlier; it is time to come back to it in detail.

On August 11 and 12, 2017, a thousand neo-Nazis, members of the Ku Klux Klan, the Alt-
Right, and other white supremacists, mostly male, gathered from all over the country in
Charlottesville, Virginia. The pretext for the rally was to protest against the city's decision to
take down the statue of the South's commanding general during the Civil War, Robert E.
Lee. On this occasion, the far right intended to take advantage of the Trumpist climate to
assert itself as a national political force behind the theme Unite the Right. Local associations,
“antifa” organizations, the radical left, the Black Live Matters movement, and churches had
decided to counter-demonstrate.3

Torchlight marches, swastikas, shields, weapons, racist and anti-Semitic slogans®?; Unite
the Right was dripping with hatred. There were violent clashes, a state of emergency was
declared, and late in the day a young Nazi from Ohio drove his car into the anti-fascists,
killing a young woman and injuring 34 people. On television, millions of stunned people
discovered scenes of civil war; media outlets broadcast interviews with those nostalgic for
the Third Reich.'*® It was a huge shock ... and Trump remained silent. When he finally broke
his silence on the evening of Saturday 12, he denounced the violence "on many sides. On
many sides.” The neo-Nazis gloated: “No condemnation at all," one of their websites read.
“He implied the antifa are haters. When asked to condemn [us, Trump] just walked out of the
room. Really, really good. God bless him." 134

It is important to know that Virginia occupies an important place in the struggle for
emancipation of African-Americans and in the resistance of the propertied to it. In the early
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1950s, like other Southern states, Virginia pursued a policy of segregation. Especially in
terms of education. Schools for Black children were set up in barracks and lacked everything.
The possibility of political challenge to this situation was very limited because the exercise of
the right to vote was subject to the payment of a tax, a cumulative one at that (so that people
who had not participated in two elections had to pay three times to vote in a third election, for
example). As a result, voters made up barely 20% of the population. Virginia was in fact a
"despotic democracy" dominated by traditionalist white Christian oligarchs. Their leader, the
governor of the state, was a large landowner and importer of cheap foreign labor.

When Black high school students went on strike against this injustice, the entire Black
community supported their demand for a single school system. The case came before the
Supreme Court, and in 1954 the Court ruled in favor of the plaintiffs. But the racists did not
admit defeat. They circumvented the court ruling by creating a system of public subsidies to
private schools for white children (this is the system that Trump's education secretary, Betsy
DeVos, is promoting). At the same time, they subtly covered their tracks by outlawing the Ku
Klux Klan in the state. In Virginia, according to Nancy McLean, "the wealthy understood,
better than others, how smart legal rules could keep voter turnout very low relative to
population, and taxes very low relative to wealth." Everything is linked, in fact. McLean
clearly shows how the current obsessions of U.S. reactionaries — privatization, deregulation,
anti-unionism, denouncing the federal "swamp," lowering taxes for the rich, etc. — all have
their roots in a slavery past that has never been truly overcome.*3®

An unprecedented employers' revolt

This historical context helps explain the outcry that shook the presidency following Trump's
statements. The hardest blow came from the bosses. Leading businessmen and women
distanced themselves. Trump had always dreamed of being from the same world as these
gentlemen (few ladies). They looked down on him. Becoming president meant taking
revenge. Already seeing himself as Chief of Staff of Capital, he had surrounded himself with
CEOs in two advisory councils: the Manufacturing Council and the Strategic & Policy Forum.
However, on Monday, August 14, Ken Frazier, CEO of Merck Pharma, resigned. "America's
leaders must honor our core values by clearly rejecting expressions of hatred, bigotry, and
group supremacy, which run counter to the American ideal that all people are created equal,”
he said.

Frazier was one of the few Black people on the Councils. Did this play a role in his
resignation? It certainly played a role in Trump's response: He attacked the traitor with
tweets, denouncing a champion of “higher drug prices while ... taking jobs out of the US.
Bring jobs back & LOWER PRICES!” 1% Other bosses had already resigned from the board
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to mark a disagreement with the White House;'*” none had been treated in this way. None
were Black.

Things started to get really bad for Trump when Kevin Plank (Under Armour) and Brian
Krzanich (Intel) followed Frazier's lead: It was a sign that it was time to back off. But Trump
only knows how to move forward. Caught in an error, he pushes ahead diabolically to force a
way out and, often, succeeds.

Let's open a parenthesis. There is an example of this Trumpist tactic that has nothing to do
with Charlottesville but is worth mentioning, because it is revealing and out of the ordinary. At
the very beginning of his campaign, Trump denied that Senator McCain (a fellow Republican)
was a "hero" of the Vietham War. Commentators felt that this statement would put an end to
Trump’s ambitions because McCain is indeed what patriots call a "hero": he spent six years
in a North Vietnamese prison after his plane had been shot down. Because his father was a
US admiral, McCain could have secured an earlier release, but he refused to use his
"daddy's boy" advantage. Trump, on the other hand, had escaped Vietnam thanks to a
dubious medical certificate, so it was thought that the affair would come back in his face like
a boomerang. However, this did not happen. Pressed with questions by journalists, he
declared that true heroism, in his opinion, consists in not falling into the hands of the
enemy.'3® This anecdote says a lot about how Trump operates and his gall. Above all, it
shows the depth of the electorate's hatred for the Washington establishment, of which
McCain is a part.

But let's go back to the aftermath of Charlottesville and the outcry raised by Trump's
statements. His daughter lvanka, Jared Kushner, Mike Pence, and even the racist Jeff
Sessions, among others, urged him to denounce Nazis and white supremacists.'*® He
resolved to do so, but with little grace and much foot-dragging. On August 14 — 48 hours
after the fact, Trump took on the tone of an evangelical pastor to read a text that read, in
part: "The Lord Almighty has created us all equal”, "we must be united", "racism is bad and
those who cause violence in its name are criminals and thugs, including the KKK, neo-Nazis,

white supremacists, and other groups that repudiate what we hold dear as Americans."
Amen.

Some lies are too big for even the staunchest liar. This was the case here. The President's
anti-racist professions seemed so insincere that everyone has the same reaction: This guy is
saying the opposite of what he thinks. Supremacist leader Richard Spencer quipped: Trump
"sounded like a Sunday school teacher. | just didn’t take him seriously," he says. “It just
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sounded so hollowed and vapid."*° Yes. It was hollow and vapid because Donald couldn't
digest his reversal.

Pinocchio Trump has no qualms about lying or acting.'** But he doesn't do it for free, he has
to earn something from the performance. But was that the case here? He had just
condemned racism, but for what? To spare journalists who hated him and would not stop
hating him? To appease a few dozen hypocritical big bosses who would never invite him to
their table and feared, by frequenting him, losing customers? Was the game worth the risk?
Was he not in danger of losing millions of good voters nostalgic for the Great America? ...
The lie did not sit well in his gut.

Donald vomited it the very next day (August 15). In another heated press conference, he
confronted journalists with contempt, claimed that the bosses were resigning from his
councils “out of embarrassment, because they made their products [overseas]," repeated his
denunciation of anti-fascist violence, and swore that there were "fine people" among the far-
right demonstrators who came there for the sole purpose of defending "a very, very important
statue." 2 The video of the scene is extraordinary. It evokes Dr. Strangelove struggling to
restrain his arm from rising in the Nazi salute.

The reemergence of the racism painfully concealed the day before swelled the wave of
resigning bosses: Alex Gorsky (Johnson & Johnson), Jeff Immelt (General Electric), Jamie
Dimon (JP Morgan Chase), Denise Morrison (Campbell Soup). In the meantime, the
members of the President’s Strategic and Policy Forum had, for their part, decided to resign
en masse. Trump beat them to the punch. Trump had concluded that he had no choice but to
act as if he were making the decision to dissolve the two advisory bodies himself. This is
what he did. “Rather than putting pressure on the businesspeople of the Manufacturing
Council & Strategy & Policy Forum. | am ending both,” he wrote in a pathetic tweet.#3

Reentrant curve? Impeachment?

The role of big business in the crisis around Charlottesville gave rise to two new variants of
the thesis of a Trump at the end of his rope: that of the reentrant curve and that of
impeachment. The first was suggested by James Hohmann. For this Washington Post
political correspondent, Charlottesville was "a turning point, maybe even a tipping point"
because Trump could not bear banishment by the elites. "He has spent his entire life trying to
get onto the A-list. He’s a Queens kid who has tried hard to win acceptance in Manhattan,"”
Hohmann said. "The well-connected have used their leverage — like checkbooks and
celebrity — to send a message about what truly makes America great.... People in his orbit
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say the president has been in a sour mood about all of this. He stormed the barricades, but
now he’s the one under siege.... The past week has actually impacted his bottom line. The
value of the Trump ‘brand,” which he once said is worth billions, has taken a bath." 144

Charlottesville was certainly hard for Trump to take. His symbolic capital took a hit. Twenty-
four charities — including the Red Cross, the Salvation Army and the American Cancer
Society — cancelled their reservations at Mar-a-Lago, the Trump Organization's luxurious
and very kitschy jewel in Palm Beach, Florida.'** The losses will likely be in the millions of
dollars. In addition, Donald and Melania were forced to skip the Kennedy Center awards
ceremony in December: four of the five nominees had promised to boycott the event if the
Trumps set foot there. Since the first ceremony in 1978, never had a presidential couple
missed this prestigious ceremony. Doubtless, Trump felt humiliated. But he is like
Frankenstein: rebuffs multiply his destructive rage. Besides, the important thing is not that he
was in a "morose mood." The important thing is that, when torn between two goals, Donald
puts his reactionary long-term project ahead of Trump's short-term financial interests. "Two
souls dwell in my heart."

The second variant of the thesis of a Trump at the end of his rope hinged on speculation that
big capital was eager to get rid of this cumbersome president. Steven Pearlstein proclaimed
that the reaction to Charlottesville “is likely to be looked back upon as a turning point in the
evolution of American capitalism — an acknowledgment from some of the nation’s top
corporate executives that the single-minded focus on maximizing profits and share prices ...
is no longer politically viable or morally acceptable." ¢ Pearlstein idealizes the good
captains of industry in contrast with the evil financiers who corrupt Capital. But he has it
wrong. The resignations were mainly inspired by commercial calculations. Racists and non-
racists drink the same soft drinks, eat the same burgers. We must avoid angering customers,
especially in the consumer goods sector. The business leaders, moreover, were under attack
from all sides: the Walmart boss, for example, was criticized by the right for having deplored
Trump's indulgence towards supremacists, and by the left for wanting to stay on the industry
council to "influence decisions." **7 In the polarized climate of Charlottesville, with consumer
associations watching their every move, the bosses preferred to steer clear of the president.
This decision did not reflect a new-found desire to focus beyond profits. In fact, it was
precisely the opposite.

Nevertheless, the political dimension of the employers' revolt cannot be denied. It came
through clearly in the memo in which JP Morgan Chase CEO Jamie Dimon explained his
resignation to his staff: "Constructive economic and regulatory policies are not enough and
will not matter if we do not address the divisions in our country. It is a leader’s role, in
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business or government, to bring people together, not tear them apart." **¢ This insistence on
the unity of the nation was expressed in all the positions taken by big business. Here we
return to the observation made in the previous chapter: many large American multinationals
might prefer to be rid of this president who throws oil on the fire of social polarization. But to
get rid of him, we need an alternative, and a political engine. Both are lacking today. The
alternative? If Trump were "eliminated,” the ultraliberal Christian fundamentalist, creationist,
and white supremacist Mike Pence would ensure continuity, or more likely a new turn to the
right.1*® (This would be the belated realization of the secret plan hatched by the Koch
brothers.) The political engine? The Democrats are in a deep crisis from which they are not
ready to emerge. On the Republican side, the situation is even worse: Trumpism is
hegemonic at the base of the party, the top is extremely divided, and most elected officials
are willing to eat out of the President's hand to keep their seats in the midterm elections.

More fundamentally, it is wrong to think that "big capital" would come to life at any moment
like the statue of the Commander [in Le Festin de Pierre by Moliere] to make and unmake
governments that are imperfect in its eyes.?*° Capital exists only in the form of numerous
competing capitals. Exporters and importers, producers of consumer and production goods,
producers of fossil and renewable energy, small and large companies, financiers, merchants,
and industrialists, and so on: all have partially divergent interests. They unite to act politically
when an exceptional danger threatens their operating system, but this is not the case now
with Trump.

Some sectors enthusiastically support his policies, others bet on them — or contest them —
for a specific reason. Large transnational corporations oppose nationalism, racism, and
protectionism as out of step with the needs of their globalized "value chains" and also with
their brand image, the cosmopolitanism of their staff, and their overall strategy. Facebook,
Google, Starbuck, Citigroup, MasterCard, Ford, Coca-Cola, Amazon, and others therefore
rose up against the "travel ban" in January 2016. But it is an understatement to say that
these gentlemen and ladies are unanimous in rejoicing at Trump's actions to deregulate the
economy.

All-out deregulation

Shortly after his election, Trump affirmed his desire to eliminate 75% of federal regulations.
They harm business growth and therefore employment, he declared. Trump tasked the
bureaucracy with eliminating two regulations for every new one they promulgated. A whole
series of environmental measures are threatened: not only the Clean Energy Plan (to reduce
the share of coal in electricity production — we will come back to this) but also standards for
water, air, and soil (mercury, lead, cadmium, etc.). As Rhea Suh, president of the Natural
Resources Defense Council, puts it, "This order imposes a false choice between clean air,
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clean water, safe food and other environmental safeguards.” ! The direction taken is to
return to the situation that prevailed before the creation of the Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) in 1979, when the consequences of pollution were borne entirely by
individuals or by the community rather than by polluting companies.**> Trump makes no
secret of his desire to abolish the EPA. He may do so one day or another. Scott Pruitt, whom
he put at the head of the agency to sabotage it from within, has all the qualifications for this
mission.

Everything is grist for the mill of deregulation. The President exhumed an unused law, the
Congressional Review Act. The CRA allows a congressional majority to do away with any
recently enacted federal regulation by passing a simple resolution. Since January 2017, the
CRA has been used to, among other things: help banks and credit card companies prevent
consumers from initiating class actions; abolish the ban on the sale of weapons to the
mentally ill;*>® remove the requirement for federal contracting agencies to inform themselves
about labor violations committed by government bidders over the past three years; and
prevent states from withholding funds for abortion providers like Planned Parenthood.***

Fossil capital, merchants of fear, and arms manufacturers

Is it necessary to underscore that the extractivist sector is generally very satisfied with
Trump? An anti-corruption rule formerly required U.S. mining and oil companies to make
public their payments to foreign states. Believing that it disadvantaged American groups over
Chinese or Russian rivals, Trump abolished it.**® The coal companies are rubbing their
hands: in addition to abolishing Obama's Clean Energy Plan, Trump signed an export
agreement with Poroshenko's Ukraine: 700,000 tons of coal to be delivered in 2017.2%® The
oil sector is particularly upbeat: the White House hastened to lift bans on the continuation of
construction of the Keystone XL and Dakota Access pipelines, which are to transport oil from
the tar sands of Alberta (Canada) to refineries along the Gulf of Mexico. But the big piece
may concern Exxon. During the Obama years, a partnership agreement with Rosneft, the
Russian state-owned oil company, had been negotiated by Vladimir Putin and Rex Tillerson,
then CEO of the US multinational. He planned to take advantage of the melting of the ice due
to global warming to invest $500 billion in Arctic oil exploration. The Obama Administration
blocked the deal as part of the sanctions following Russia’s annexation of Crimea. According
to Joe Romm of Climate Progress, “This deal could explain why Putin appears to have
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interfered in U.S. elections in favor of a Trump victory. If the sanctions are lifted —
something a new Secretary of State [Tillerson] could help make happen — it would pay off
big time for Exxon. Imagine if the oil giant is freed to produce and sell oil on the staggering
63.7 million acres of Russian land it leases, which is over 5 times the amount of land it

leases in [the US]. Happy days are here again, for Exxon."**’

It is an understatement to say that those in charge of the armaments and security sectors are
rejoicing: The spectacular increase in military spending and the militarization of internal
security are enough to send shivers up their spines. The ties between the White House, arms
dealers, and retired high-ranking officers have always been very close, but Trump is breaking
all records: the founder of the now-defunct private security company Blackwater (and brother
of Secretary of Education Betsy Devos) remains active in the field; the White House team is
full of ex-generals; and, according to one journalist, "at least 15 officials with financial ties to
defense contractors have been either nominated or appointed so far." 1°8

The United States has a system of private prisons whose owners are also rubbing their
hands. Naomi Klein explains why: 78% of the 34,000 undocumented immigrants that U.S.
Immigration and Customs Enforcement incarcerates each year are held in private prisons; it
is not surprising that the hunt for undocumented immigrants announced by Trump has
boosted the stock price of the two main companies concerned, CoreCivic (up 140%) and
GEO Group (up 98%).1°

From the wolves of Wall Street to the White House

Trump as a candidate stood bankers' hair on end by declaring that he might reduce the
national debt by “persuading” creditors to accept less than payment. This demagoguery was
very, very short-lived. Indeed, Trump as president was quick to incorporate some "wolves of
Wall Street" into his team, and not the least among them. Here is a brief portrait of these
gentlemen.

Carl Icahn, a predator of the financial markets, served as a deregulation adviser from
December 2016 to August 2017; he jumped ship when he was accused of using his position
to weaken environmental standards that hampered the profitability of his investments in
biofuel refining.1%° Steven Mnuchin, a former top executive at Goldman Sachs and wealthy
hedge fund operator, became Treasury Secretary; following the 2008 crisis, Mnuchin made
more than $200 million by buying a bankrupt California bank cheaply from the state and
reselling it; after his lavish marriage to a young starlet, he tried to borrow a government plane
for his honeymoon in Europe. To ensure “access to secure communications,” he said.'%!
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Wilbur Ross, an investment banker, was appointed Secretary of Commerce; The press
described him as “a turnaround specialist [and] grand master at using the bankruptcy
process to break leases and union contracts and renege on pension obligations in order to
get the companies back on their feet before selling them at a handsome profit;"*%? in January
2017, this vulture concealed from the senators who were vetting him that, in order to avoid
suspicions of conflicts of interest, he had discreetly transferred $2 billion in investments to
other members of his family so they would vanish from his financial disclosure statement.163

This fine team of fine minds makes up the National Economic Council, coordinated by Gary
Cohn, former number two at Goldman Sachs. The Washington Post sums up its presentation
of the members of this body: “Like their new boss, they all live like pashas in grand art-filled
apartments on Manhattan’s Upper East Side. Like Trump, they are more practical than
ideological or partisan. And like Trump, they come from a business culture that is brash,
aggressive and amoral and see business through the prism of trading and dealmaking."54
Let us add that several of these "wolves of Wall Street" (Mnuchin, Ross, Cohn) were, like
Trump, indiscriminately members of the Democratic Party and the Republican Party. "More
practical than ideological”, indeed, but "partisans" of the portfolio.

The Goldman Boys' mission

Don’t think that Goldman Sachs representatives are collaborating with Trump out of national,
or nationalist, idealism. Their homeland is money. Cohn and Mnuchin have a mission, set by
Goldman CEO Lloyd Blankfein: to defuse the timid measures to re-regulate the markets
introduced after the 2007-2008 crisis by the 2010 Dodd-Frank Act. Their béte noire is the
"Volcker rule" (named after the former head of the U.S. central bank). What does this rule
say? It prohibits banks from speculating with their own funds, what is known as “proprietary
trading.” Why? Because such speculation generates conflicts of interest: According to
L'Echo, before the 2007 crash, "some establishments advised customers to buy products
while they speculated against these same products." 1%°

All the banks dream of throwing Volcker out the window. But Goldman Sachs more than
others, because the securities trading accounts for a preponderance of its profits. The Volker
rule melted these: "In 2007, the bank's net trading revenue from bonds, currencies and
commodities peaked at $16.2 billion. [In 2016], despite a reorganization, the rough equivalent
was $7.6 billion. Goldman's trading business is a shadow of its former self, albeit still highly
profitable." The financial newspaper asks the president of another investment banker what
he would want to do if he were in Goldman’s shoes. Answer: he would “absolutely” want to
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cast off Volcker and make big bets again. “I would want to do more. Where else are you
going to make your money?" 166

In 2007-2008, the government took $10 billion from taxpayers to rescue Goldman Sachs
from the crisis. Ten years later, the bank asks for the government’s help to restart the juicy
speculative operations that had caused the 2007-2008 crisis. A sharp turn, to say the least.
Trump, in part, rode on popular anger over bailouts to win the election. In this context, it is
understandable that Goldman and the President have a common interest in discretion.
Abolishing the Volcker rule would require a vote in Congress and, therefore, a public debate.
Too visible. Fortunately, "there is a backdoor route for lawmakers to help Goldman,"
according to the Financial Times. How? Through the US central bank (“the Fed”), which can
modulate the rules for implementing Dodd-Frank. "The received wisdom in Washington is
that deregulation will come from Trump-appointees at the Fed and other agencies." One of
these people has already been appointed: Randal Quarles. He is responsible for ... financial
regulation. Moreover, by chance, Trump can appoint not only the chairman of the Fed but
also half of the governors.t®” The sky is therefore clearing over Wall Street. An anonymous
banker confided in the Financial Times: “We have our Christmas wishlist, but what can you
actually get for the kids under the tree?” Patience, little ones, Uncle Scrooge Donald will
take care of you.

What is funny — and significant — about this affair is that Goldman Sachs' management
really has no sympathy or respect for Donald Trump. And vice versa. During the election
campaign, Trump portrayed Lloyd Blankfein as the archetypal financial vampire who bleeds
the people (this was not the only manifestation of anti-Semitism in Trumpist propaganda).'®®
The Goldman CEO was not to be outdone: more subtle, he suggested a comparison
between the new presidency and the shadow cast on the United States by the solar eclipse
of August 21, 2017 (Donald did not like it: he may inspire us to laugh at him, but we must not
do so0). As for Gary Cohn, under pressure from the Jewish community, he could not help but
distance himself from Trump's statements on Charlottesville.... However, as Henri IV quipped
when he converted to Catholicism as the price of ascent to the French throne, “Paris is well
worth a mass.” For Goldman Sachs, there is no higher priority than getting rid of the Volcker
rule. The frenzy of deregulation in the White House offers an opportunity that the bank does
not want to pass up. “Make Money Great Again” is its motto.

In the end, this is the motto of all capitalists, regardless of their qualms about Trump or
disagreements with his international "policies.” The rallying of the Kochs, anti-protectionist
libertarians, is significant in this respect. Jane Mayer makes the following remark about the
agreements and disagreements within the Koch secret society: "Those attracted by the Koch
meetings did not fit the caricatures of conspiracy theorists but presented a wide range of
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views, with frequent divergences on various social and international issues. The glue that
bound them together, however, was antipathy toward government regulation and taxation,
particularly as it impinged on their own accumulation of wealth."° It is all there: in the end,
the capitalist class judges governments on the conditions under which surplus value is
extracted, the rest is secondary by comparison. It doesn't matter if the price to pay includes
the destruction of the planet's climate or the dropping of an atomic bomb on Korea, or even a
war with China. If things go wrong, we’ll let you know. If it really is necessary, the President
will be impeached. In the meantime, there are good deals to be had!

This capitalist cynicism does not spare the media sector. According to a Pew Research
Center study cited by Le Monde on July 9 and 10, 2017, "the audience of the three main
television channels CNN, Fox News and MSNBC recorded a 55% increase in the primetime
slot in 2016, representing nearly 20% more revenue than in 2015. During the day, the
number of viewers jumped 36% on cable channels." And there is no indication that this
progress has weakened since. Of Donald Trump’s rise, CBS CEO Leslie Moonves said in
2016: "It may not be good for America, but it's damn good for CBS. The money’s rolling in,
and this is fun." The written press is not to be outdone. The New York Times, the Washington
Post and other newspapers that hunt down Trump — and that Trump condemns — have
emerged from their economic difficulties thanks to him.1"°

But, definitely, Trump doesn't just bark: he bites. Everywhere you look. He not only sinks his
teeth into democratic and social rights, he attacks the environment with rare brutality. By his
denial of climate change, in particular, Trump poses the greatest danger to the future of
humanity.

Climate deniers in power

During his campaign, Trump declared that the “concept of global warming was created by
and for the Chinese in order to make U.S. manufacturing non-competitive.” During the
transition, he appointed as head of the EPA Myron Ebell, a climate denier for whom Pope
Francis’s encyclical Laudato Si! is nothing more than "leftist drivel."'’* An entire chapter of
the book that you are holding in your hands would not be enough to expose the abject and
stupid measures that the White House has taken over the past year in favor of fossil capital,
against scientists, and against the communities that are suffering the most from the
ecological crisis in general, and climate crisis in particular. The "justifications" put forward for
these measures are in bad faith that does not shy away from ridicule, as Secretary of Energy
Rick Perry recently showed. Running out of arguments in a televised debate, Perry, who has
a thousand ties to the oil industry, argued outright that oil and coal protect women from
sexual assault because electricity is used to light the streets at night.1’?> The idea that
removing Donald Trump and his many cronies who are accused of abusing women from the
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White House would contribute more effectively to this goal does not even seem to have
crossed his mind.

Trump's tactic was to lump climate and free trade agreements together, casting them as
dastardly plots hatched by the rest of the world against the United States, its companies, and
the jobs of its workers. The Paris Agreement is “less about the climate and more about other
countries gaining a financial advantage over the United States,” he said. “The rest of the
world applauded when we signed the Paris Agreement — they went wild; they were so
happy — for the simple reason that it put our country, the United States of America, which
we all love, at a very, very big economic disadvantage.” Trump had promised to renounce
the agreement adopted in Paris at COP21.1"3 He kept his word. On June 1, 2017, he
announced that Washington was withdrawing from the agreement, cancelling all measures
taken by Obama in implementation of it, and withdrawing from the Green Climate Fund (a
fund created at the COP in Cancun to help the countries of the Global South face the
challenge of global warming).

Contrary to the views reflected in the mainstream media, the Paris Agreement does not
provide a way out of the climate crisis. The "Nationally Determined Contributions" (NDCs) —
the voluntary climate plans by which nation states pledge to implement the agreement —
imply a warming of about 3.5°C by the end of the century.’* There is one positive point,
however. The text identified targets that ought to be binding — not to exceed 2°C of warming
compared to the pre-industrial period and to "continue efforts" to stay below 1.5°C.

To understand the importance of this point, it should be remembered that it took more than
20 years from the adoption of the Framework Convention at the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio for
the nations to agree on any specific goals to limit climate change. They had always evaded
the question in the name of economic competitiveness. If the objective of a maximum of
1.5°C global temperature rise was finally adopted in Paris, it is because it is no longer
possible to evade the warnings of scientists. This is not the place to summarize the reports of
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Let's just say that the gravity of the
situation is extreme. We have passed the danger threshold of the atmospheric concentration
of greenhouse gases. The catastrophe is already here, measurable by the fact that the
planet has more than 20 million people displaced by climate change.'’”® A rise of more than
one meter in sea levels by the end of the century is very likely. This would force several
hundred million people to move. And this is just one example of the multiple and formidable
consequences of the process that is underway.

A formidable capacity for nuisance

The only way to escape the diagnosis of climate science is ... to reject the science itself.
That's what Trump is doing. Just as he denies being racist, he denies being a climate denier.
But he is. Shortly after his election, he tried to mislead public opinion by telling The New York
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Times that he had an "open mind" on the issue. However, his many statements have left no
doubt as to his views though riddled with blatant lies.1’®

On June 1, the President warned that “compliance with the terms of the Paris Accord and the
onerous energy restrictions it has placed on the United States could cost America as much
as 2.7 million lost jobs by 2025 according to the National Economic Research Associates."
Actually, Paris imposes no energy restrictions, none on the United States, none on anyone.
As for the National Economic Research Associates, it is a reactionary think tank that
regularly supplies climate-denialist ammunition to the coal industry. The figure of 2.7 million
jobs is taken from a report commissioned by Exxon Mobil, the American Petroleum Institute,
and the Koch brothers. For its part, the U.S. Department of Energy reports that 370,000
people worked in solar energy in 2017 — twice as many as in coal. Employment in the solar
industry increased by 25% in 2016, while it decreased in mining. Since these figures did not
fit with his "own reality" (as Financial Times columnist Edward Luce puts it), Trump
shamelessly shopped for "alternative facts" from charlatans beholden to the fossil fuel
industry.*’” Even more notably, the President falsified a report by the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology (MIT) on the impact of the Paris Agreement. The MIT study concluded that the
NDCs of all the world's nations would reduce warming by 0.9°C in 2100, compared to the
reference scenario. In Trump's mouth, the 0.9° became 0.2°C. "A very small, very small
amount," he said, with the obvious intent to minimize the impact of the U.S. withdrawal.1®

What is this impact? The US accounts for 15% of global emissions. The NDC adopted under
Obama committed to reduce them by 26% to 28% by 2025, compared to 2005, i.e., a
reduction of about 2 gigatons (out of a global total of 40 GtCO2/year). On the one hand, this
is very little compared to the major historical responsibility of the United States in global
warming: The reductions promised by Obama for 2025 are barely higher than those that
Washington would have committed to achieve by 2012 if Congress had ratified the Kyoto
Protocol. On the other hand, these 2 small gigatons are not negligible: they represent one
fifth of the emission reductions promised from 2016 to 2030 by the countries that ratified
Paris.1”® Trump's decision can therefore be gauged by the gap between the 1.5°C of the
agreement and the 3.5°C projected on the basis of the NDCs. The agreement stipulates that
the parties will carry out periodic reviews to bridge this gap. According to the United Nations,
the gap between emissions forecasts based on NDCs and the reduction trajectory to stay
below 1.5°C will be 5.8 Gt in 2025.18° By abandoning the US NDC, Trump is therefore
presenting the rest of the world with the following ultimatum: either you increase your own
efforts to reduce emissions by a fifth to compensate for the fact that we, the richest country
on the planet, will continue to burn fossil fuels as if nothing had happened, in the name of
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profits of our fossil fuel sector; or you deepen by 2 gigatons the gap that separates the planet
from the goal of keeping warming under 1.5°C.

This revolting blackmail is taking place while the Earth's climate is on the razor’s edge. At the
current rate of emissions, the carbon budget for 1.5°C (the amount of carbon that can still be
sent into the atmosphere to have a 65% chance of not exceeding 1.5°C of warming) will be
exhausted by 2030.1%! By that date, the carbon budget for 2°C will be 80% exhausted.
According to data published in 2017 by the United Nations, the year 2020 is the deadline for
expanding efforts to reduce emissions to a third or a quarter, essential to stay on trajectories
compatible with the 2°C or 1.5°C objectives respectively by the end of the century.!82

Trump's capacity for climate harm is at its maximum because he is arriving at a pivotal
moment when every minute counts to make the difference between disasters that are
perhaps still repairable and an indescribable climate catastrophe, very difficult to repair,
threatening the existence of hundreds of millions of human beings, mainly among the poor —
especially those living in poor countries whose responsibility for global warming is almost nil.
To be blunt: Trump's climate denial is a crime against humanity.

The Lord, golf, and good deals

By chance (though not exactly chance!), Trump's first year in the White House saw several
major climatic disasters on American territory: Hurricane Harvey ravaged Houston, Texas,
and Louisiana, Hurricane Maria devastated Puerto Rico, and fires in California caused
enormous damage. Ten days before Harvey's visit, Trump signed an executive order
reversing measures taken by his predecessor to require the federal government to take
climate change (including rising sea levels) into account in the construction or reconstruction
of flood protection infrastructure.*®® Preferring to pass over this misdeed in silence and acting
as if it had no connection with the events, the President shed many crocodile tears over the
"terrible” "natural” disaster striking Texas.

When it comes to the irrational, we thought we had seen it all with Ronald Reagan, who
consulted astrologers before making his decisions as his wife Nancy invited mediums to the
White House to communicate with spirits. But Trump is also in the running — a pity that the
gravity of the situation prevents us from laughing about it without restraint. In late August, the
President called for prayers for Harvey's victims. Surrounded by his secretary of education,
the billionaire Betsy Devos,'8* his fundamentalist vice-president Mike Pence, and other
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obsequious bigots, he meditated, hands folded, in the Oval Office, while an ecstatic and
servile pastor thanked the Lord. For intervening on behalf of the victims? No. For having sent
his Son to earth? No. For what? For having given the American people President Donald
Trump, who calls for prayer and wants to make America great again.'®> A month later,
another invocation of spirits: Under the eye of the cameras, Trump dedicated the trophy at
the Presidents Cup golf tournament to the victims of the hurricanes, specifying that
everything was “under really great control" in Texas, Florida, and especially Puerto Rico.18¢
In the meantime, more prosaically, he had used the situation as a pretext to emphasize the
urgency of "his" tax reform — to reduce corporate tax. Between us, if Donald prays to the
gods of sport and Almighty God to please his evangelical voters, Trump reasons that there
are no miracles: To rebuild, you have to attract investors. No profit, no investors. No
investors, no reconstruction.

Faced with the damage from Harvey and Maria, Trump pushed all the way the neoliberal
idea that aid to victims should depend on the capitalists' interest in the territories. Texas, a
key economic region, deserved more solidarity than poor Puerto Rico (the island has
commonwealth status and is not an integral part of the United States). A month after the
cyclone hit the island, electricity had only been restored to 10% of the territory and 35% of
households did not have access to drinking water. According to a scientific study, 500
thousand Puerto Ricans (14% of the population) may emigrate permanently because the
trauma is too serious for the island’s society and economy to recover. This bloodletting could
play into schemes in Washington, to turn the island into a tropical destination for wealthy
tourists, on the one hand, and to solve Puerto Rico's debt problem by privatizing electricity,
water, and education, on the other.'8’

The mayor of San Juan, the capital of Puerto Rico, complained about the lack of aid from
Washington. Trump then blamed her for “politically motivated” (sic) exploitation of the
disaster and added that the island should help itself more.'8 As the Bible says: Help
yourself, heaven will help you. Houston, by contrast, has been pampered though real estate
speculation will reshape the city. The wealthiest want to leave the coastal areas to live safely
in the higher elevation neighborhoods such as Little Haiti and Liberty City. These are
presently inhabited by low-income workers with a high proportion of Blacks and women.&
No doubt the invisible hand of the market will convince them to settle elsewhere. Trump
knows the drill: Driving the poor out of their homes is what he and his father did for years in
New York. Speculate in peace, developers, one of your own is lodging at the White House.

185 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g6YQ-OT1m98

186 Guardian Staff, “Donald Trump dedicates golf trophy to Puerto Rico amid disaster response
criticism,” The Guardian, Oct 2, 2017.

187 Barry Sheppard, “Quels sont exactement les objectifs de Washington pour Puerto Rico?,”
alencontre.org, Nov 17, 2017.

18 Andrew Buncombe, “Puerto Rico: One in seven citizens could leave island still crippled by
Hurricane Maria,” The Independent, Oct 18, 2017.

189 Richard Luscombe, “How climate change could turn US real estate prices upside down,” The
Guardian, Aug 29, 2017.

69


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g6YQ-QT1m98
http://alencontre.org/

It is urgent to take Trump seriously

Someone said of Trump that "the media takes him literally but not seriously, while his base
takes him seriously but not literally." That's very true. Trump is ridiculous, odious, and
disturbing. But laughing, vomiting, or hiding our heads in the sand does not prevent Trump
from moving forward, holding on to his base, even radicalizing it.**® Support for his policies is
historically low, say the media. True, but 80% of Republican Party voters remain loyal to him.
This is the most important thing in his eyes. Clinton's popularity is even lower than his.
Congress inspires confidence in only 9% of the population. As long as these elements are
present, Trump will remain in the driver's seat. No, he is not doing exactly what he promised
to do. But he has been, nonetheless, more faithful to his promises than social democratic
politicians like French president Frangois Hollande who swear that “finance is the enemy"
when they campaign and bow to finance when they are in power.

We could further detail the results of a year of Trumpism in practice, analyzing the policy
against public schools, for example, or the attacks on freedom of the press. We think we
have shown the essential: This president is indeed moving ahead in a racist, macho,
nationalist, productivist, and authoritarian capitalist direction of extreme brutality. The
coarseness, the heaviness, the vulgarity of the character and his unbalanced behavior
should not prevent us from seeing that he proceeds with remarkable flexibility, cunning,
tactical sense, and artful manipulation and concealment (we will give examples in the next
chapter). His long life in the world of shady businesses, crooked lawyers, mafia dons,
unscrupulous bankers, and union officials corrupted by organized crime have given him fine
antennae with which to sense danger as well as opportunity.

It is high time to take Donald Trump seriously. This man and what he represents are
dangerous. As dangerous, mutatis mutandis, as Mussolini, Napoleon Ill, Putin, Erdogan,
Hitler, and a few others of the same ilk. Even more dangerous, if we take into account two
major and combined facts: First, Trump is the chief of staff of the world's greatest power,
which has the means to destroy humanity and the planet several times over. Second, Donald
feels the breath on his neck of an investigation that could cause him to lose everything: that
of special prosecutor Robert Mueller on his connections with Russian interference in the
2016 election campaign.

A major risk: the headlong rush to war

Putting aside Trump's demagogic and ephemeral proposals to make the banks pay, the
overall military strategy is the only area where the president has bluntly turned his back on
the candidate's promises. In his rallies, he portrayed himself as a quasi-pacifist, to the point

19 As the writing of this book comes to a close, Trump is opting more and more clearly in favor of a
fundamentalist Christian discourse aimed at mobilizing evangelicals, the hard core of his electorate. At
arally in Florida on December 8, 2017, he boasted that he had put an end to the "government's
attacks on our Judeo-Christian values" and bluntly affirmed the preeminence of divine law: "Our rights
come from our Creator and no earthly force can ever those rights away and they never will.” lan
Schwartz, “Full Video: Trump Holds ‘Make America Great Again' Rally In Pensacola,” RealClear
Politics, Dec 9, 2017. This statement followed by a few days his decision, announced in front of a
Christmas tree and in the presence of Mike Pence, to recognize Jerusalem as the capital of Israel in a
move that satisfies both Christian and Zionist fundamentalism.
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that some wanted to believe that "making America great again" could mean the end of
imperialism. This was obviously an illusion. Less than two weeks after taking office, for no
good reason, Trump dropped "the mother of all bombs" on a Taliban-held region of
Afghanistan. Then, on a mild April evening, at Mar-a-Lago, at dessert time, he announced to
Xi Jinping that the U.S. army had just launched 59 Tomahawk missiles aimed at an air base
of the Bashar al-Assad regime. Vladimir Putin. a staunch ally of the Syrian butcher, had been
warned of the attack so it caused only limited damage. Officially, it was explained as
punishment of the Syrian army for the chemical weapons attack on the town of Khan
Shaykhun.

The military effectiveness of this bombardment was obviously nil. So what was its use? The
argument of compassion for Khan Shaykhun’s children obviously does not deserve the
slightest attention given that Trump has no compassion for Syrian children seeking asylum in
the United States. Apart from showing the world that Uncle Sam is more willing than ever to
bring out his big stick, this sudden move only really made sense in relation to the domestic
situation as an attempt to divert attention from the investigation into Trump's possible
complicity with Russian interference in the presidential campaign. Pressure on this issue was
constantly mounting. It would lead in early May to Trump's firing of former FBI chief James
Comey, and then to the formation of a special investigation under the leadership of Robert
Mueller with extensive investigative powers.

The pressure since then has only increased. Robert Mueller and his team have undertaken
to dissect Trump’s investments in Russia and the republics of the former USSR, the contacts
made during the Moscow Miss Universe pageant, etc. It is no coincidence that threats of war
are increasing at the same rate. In late August, Trump moved into alignment with the military
brass on Afghanistan: It was no longer the time to argue with everyone at once. Once a
supporter, like Bannon, of US withdrawal, Trump did an about-face, candidly confessing that
he had come to see things differently since his arrival in the White House.*! In Afghanistan,
it was not a matter of dropping a few bombs, as in Syria, or even "the mother of all bombs,"
but of strengthening US presence on the ground. So this was to be THE turning point. The
result was not long in coming: The pace of US bombings tripled in 2017 compared to
20161192

At the same time, tensions were rising very dangerously between the aspiring dictator Trump
and the Stalinist dictator Kim Jong-Un, son of a dictator and grandson of a dictator. Trump's
thunderous declarations that he would not hesitate to "totally destroy North Korea" (in effect,
all of Korea) have the backing of the U.S. military establishment. Former Marines general
and Secretary of Defense Mattis has explicitly supported this approach. A certain imperialist
rationality underlies these bellicose declarations: in the face of rising Chinese power, the
United States is tempted to use its enormous military supremacy to try to preserve its
economic hegemony, and to do so before it is too late. We can therefore hypothesize a
possible coincidence of interest between Trump, who wants to create a diversion, and the

191 Remarks by President Trump on the Strategy in Afghanistan and South Asia
https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-strategy-
afghanistan-south-asia/

192 Alex Ward, “Trump has tripled the pace of US bombing in Afghanistan,” Vox, Nov 21, 2017.
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hawks in Washington, whose defense doctrine, adopted in 2002 and implemented in Iraq,
could, in fact, be summarized by the formula “America first.” 193

As Gideon Rachman puts it in a decidedly clear-eyed Financial Times: “The danger is that
these multiple [internal and external] crises will merge, tempting an embattled president to try
to exploit an international conflict to break out of his domestic difficulties. Just this week,
Sebastian Gorka, a controversial White House aide [Gorka is a ‘Bannonist,” DT], used the
North Korean crisis to pressure Mr. Trump’s domestic critics to back down, telling Fox News:
‘During the Cuba missile crisis we stood behind [John F. Kennedy]. This is analogous to the
Cuba missile crisis. We need to come together.”1%

Rachman's colleague, Edward Luce, agrees. After pointing out that "Donald Trump's story"
has been to "create his own reality" (see earlier in this chapter), the US editor of the financial
daily concludes in these terms:

“For the time being [Donald Trump’s story] is also the story of the US republic. At some point,
Mr. Trump’s biography and Washington will part ways. Until then, Mr. Trump is like a caged
animal. On good days, he will follow professional advice, for what it is worth.... On bad days,
he will do what it takes to change the news cycle. If that means risking conflict in north-east
Asia, sacking a special prosecutor, or closing down the federal government, so be it. We
cannot pretend we were not warned.” 1%

We cannot claim that, in fact. Nothing is decided, but Trumpism's place in history could be to
drag the world into unprecedented abysses. Is this the return of fascism? Nazism?
Something else? This will be the theme of our final chapter.

19 Noam Chomsky, “Dominer le monde ou sauver la planéte?”, Univers Poche, e-book.
19 Gideon Rachman, “America is now a dangerous nation,” Financial Times, Aug 14, 2017.

1% Edward Luce, “Winter is coming,” op. cit.
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Chapter IV: Trumpism's Place in History

"All theory is grey, but green and flourishing is the tree of life"

(Johann Wolfgang von Goethe )

Of Adolf Hitler, the old President Hindenburg said with contempt that he was only fit to be a
postmaster general. However, he resolved to appoint him Chancellor of the Reich. By the
end of 1932, the political crisis had become so deep that the tycoons of Krupp, Thyssen, I1G
Farben, Allianz, Deutsche Bank and other jewels of the German economy saw no other
solution than to hand over the keys to the government to the Nazi leader. Having sounded
out the latter's intention to implement policies in accordance with their interests, they
expected from the Fuhrer the dismantling of the workers' movement, not the extermination of
six million Jews, nor a war against the United States leading to the destruction of Germany.
However, once in power, Hitler quickly established his dictatorship to do what he had
promised to do, and clearly set forth in Mein Kampf. And what was the reaction of big
capital? Although duped and expropriated from political power, the business leaders
accommodated themselves to the situation — to put it mildly — because their profits were
exploding.

In this chapter, we will argue that Trumpism combines traits of fascism, Bonapartism, and
plutocracy while not being reduceable to any one of these categories. To speak of it as
"populism,” as most of the media now do, sows confusion and tends to trivialize the danger.
Trumpism is a new and formidable reactionary form that the left must analyze to better
combat it, without telling ourselves, for reassurance, that "the ruling class does not want it.”
"The ruling class rules" is a shibboleth — an identity-marking catchphrase — of the left.
However, the ruling class rules “in the last instance" and these four little words are important
because they point in the direction of a relative double autonomy: of the political sphere in
relation to the economic sphere and of individuals in relation to the political sphere. Hitler,
Mussolini, and Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte provide different examples of the fact that this
relative dual autonomy increases considerably in situations of deep crisis.**® Trump's march
to power provides another. Observers who predicted that the tycoon would be defeated
because Wall Street didn't want him were wrong. Those who, since his election, have
confidently predicted that he won’t hold power for more than a year because Wall Street
does not share his racism and protectionism could be wrong as well.

Capital incarnate, Donald the President, deserves to be analyzed as a product of the
structural crisis of capitalism characterized by the overproduction of commodities, the
overaccumulation of financial capital, generalized over-indebtedness, and ecological

1% On the role of individuals in the Second World War, see Ernest Mandel, “Les individus et les
classes sociales : le cas de la Seconde guerre mondiale,” www.ennestmandel.org. See also Karl
Marx's analysis of Bonapartism in The Class Struggles in France, 1848 to 1850 and The Eighteenth
Brumaire of Louis Napoleon, Marxists Internet Archive, www.marxists.org.
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destruction.'®” Understanding the place of Trumpism in history therefore implies taking a step
back from the contradictions of capital and their evolution from which the current situation
stems. We will then be better able to understand that the election of this individual is not a
bump in the road, but a symptom of something deeper, both nationally and globally — a sign
we have entered a new era.

Partial rationality, overall irrationality

A major feature of capitalism is the growing contradiction between the partial rationality of
capital and the overall irrationality of this mode of production. Companies — especially large
ones — use the most modern science to rigorously organize work and plan investments to
make a profit. On the other hand, the economy and society as a whole develop without a
plan, in a chaotic way, according to the constraints and hazards of the market.

This contradiction is the product of the very nature of the mode of production. On the one
hand, decisions about what should be produced — how, for what, for whom, and in what
guantities — are made by competing capitalists, based solely on their profit objectives. To
survive, every owner of capital is forced to leave nothing to chance and to constantly invest
in technologies that increase the productivity of labor, the mass of commaodities produced,
and the amount of energy consumed. On the other hand, the socialization of production is
carried out blindly. The general interest, in fact, is expressed only implicitly: as the way in
which society and the environment bend, step by step, to the imperatives of the production of
surplus value.

A key function of political, ideological, and state superstructures is to conceal this reality to
ensure that the mode of production has social legitimacy without which it could not survive. In
the developed capitalist countries, the propertied accepted over time, though belatedly and
reluctantly, that this function should be carried out by recourse to universal suffrage. In
retrospect, they had every reason to congratulate themselves: Parliamentary democracy is
an_infinitely more stable mode of domination than dictatorship. There is one condition,
however: voters must accept being dominated and consider their domination legitimate.

The rescue of the banks at the expense of the community during the 2007-2008 crisis
marked a turning point from this point of view. Neoliberal ideology and the measures that
result from it (wage freezes, privatizations, deregulation, dismantling of social protections,
etc.) are finding it increasingly difficult to pass the electoral test. The extreme severity of the
ecological crisis caused by productivism accelerates and deepens the loss of democratic
legitimacy of governments. The idea that the regime works in the public interest has been
shattered. Given that green capitalism is an oxymoron and that capitalism has no alternative
to austerity imposed on the working classes, authoritarian tendencies are bound to gain
momentum.

197 The word "crisis" is in fact unsatisfactory in this context, because it is not a temporary recession
that we are confronted with, but a "long depressive wave" of exceptional duration (that began in the
mid-seventies) and whose effects are prolonged despite the recovery of the rate of profit. Read Ernest
Mandel, Les ondes longues du développement capitaliste. Une interprétation marxiste, Formation
Lesoil, M-éditeur & Syllepse, 2014 — and, in the same book, postface by Michel Husson, “La théorie
des ondes longues et la crise du capitalisme contemporain.”
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This phenomenon affects all Western countries. The specific form it takes in the United
States arises from three factors:

1) the historical absence of a social democracy that in a way carries socialist hope on
a mass scale, the fact that political life is dominated by two parties entirely dependent
on the financial support of corporations and the wealthy;

2) the decline of the hegemony of US capitalism in the face of rising Chinese power,
Washington's attempt to compensate for this economic decline with its military
superiority, the exorbitant cost of this policy and... its inability to create anything other
than chaos (Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya, Syria, Pakistan, Somalia,...);

3) the recurrent existence of a nationalist, authoritarian, and racist far right with roots
in the genocide of Native Americans, the slavery of Blacks, and the super-exploitation
of poor immigrants, racialized or not.

The destabilization is profound, as the joint crisis of the Republican and Democratic Parties
testifies.'% Given the decisive weight of the United States in all arenas, it is very likely that
we are at a pivotal moment in world history, comparable to the great crises of the 20th
century. A major turning point, more profound than the one driven by Thatcher (1979) and
Reagan (1980). What is being shaken, in fact, is not only the neoliberal policy established
since the 1980s, but also the balance of relations between powers, the system of hegemony
that was set up and evolved after the Second World War. It is this turning point and its
possible consequences that we must try to understand.

The overall irrationality of capitalism is a product of the partial rationality of capital. The more
the latter develops, the more the former grows and becomes threatening. It is expressed in
periodic crises of overproduction and overaccumulation and, ultimately, by war. For
capitalism has another major characteristic: the contradiction between the global character of
production and exchange, on the one hand, and the nation states around which the ruling
class has historically been organized, on the other. Capitalist war is, to paraphrase
Clausewitz, only the extension of the war of capitalist competition by other means. It
eliminates surplus productive forces, whips up technological innovation, opens new fields for
the valorization of capital, modifies the balance of social forces to the advantage of the
employers, and revives accumulation when it breaks down. Under capitalism, war is in fact
an extreme form of what Schumpeter called "creative destruction;” it forms the necessary
complement to limitless productivism. It is an understatement to say that it occupies a
prominent place in capitalism’s overall irrationality.

From the Great War to the “Glorious Thirty,” from the fall of the Wall to
the crisis of 2007
During the 20th century, this extreme form of global irrationality manifested itself to its full

extent for the first time in the butchery of 1914-1918 — the first world war for division of the
world between competing capitalist powers. In reaction to the horror in the trenches, the

1% Mutatis mutandis, the same phenomenon can be observed in other countries. The case of France
is striking with the joint crisis of the Parti socialiste (PS) and the Union pour un mouvement populaire
(UMP).
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Russian Revolution of 1917 opened a breach which unfortunately remained isolated, closed
very quickly, and degenerated into a bureaucratic counter-revolution, so that the mad joint
race of the productive and destructive forces began anew all over the planet.'*® The partial
rationality of the capitals in struggle led to the Great Depression of 1929. It was an epidemic
of closures, a collapse in industrial production, and an unprecedented explosion in the
unemployment rate: By 1932, 25 percent of the workforce in the United States and Germany
was unemployed.

The "creative destruction" caused by the crash was not enough to revive accumulation, and
German big capital played a double game: it resolved to offer power to the Nazis. The
ruthless elimination of all resistance and the massive rearmament of Germany boosted
profits, but at the cost of inflation and a staggering budget deficit. The “double or quits,” as a
result, was carried over to the international level, to the arena of rivalry between states. We
know what happened next: the Second World War, the Holocaust, Stalingrad, the destruction
of Dresden, the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. A monstrous conflict but one that
fulfilled its objective function: As Ernest Mandel pointed out, the post-war "Glorious Thirty"
were made possible by the scale of disaster of 1939-1945,20

In the second half of the century, the possibility that the system would tip over into self-
destruction due to the "progress" of military technologies (nuclear in particular) began to
frighten even its own political representatives. For a while, some considered putting an end
militarily to the "socialist camp" (which no longer had anything "socialist" about it but
continued to escape capitalist investment). The Soviet Union having established an atomic
"balance of terror," another path was adopted. A consensus emerged to provide the planet
with political and economic institutions aimed at preventing a new slippage into generalized
barbarism by freezing the global balance of forces under US hegemony. The stability of the
world became an obsession. The bureaucracy in power in the USSR shared it, based on its
own interests. This was "peaceful coexistence."

After the collapse of the Eastern Bloc and the re-establishment of capitalism in the Soviet
Union and China, the leaders of these two countries joined the club of capitalist leaders who
defend their shar of the pie while collaborating for stability. The neoliberalism pioneered by
Thatcher and Reagan more than a decade earlier became the common bible, and the media
raved about Fukuyama's proclamed "end of history": liberal democracy marked the final
stage of humanity's teleological development. It was forgotten that, in the long term,
capitalism is incapable of curbing the contradictions of its productivist demon. In 2007, the
financial crisis broke out, proving that the partial rationality of capital had not ceased to pile
up explosive materials at the heart of the system. On the contrary, it was accumulating more
than ever.

We can now measure the extent of the destabilization that resulted. In the wake of Lehman
Brothers’ collapse, the world was shaken by Arab revolutions (and counter-revolutions) as

199 Including in the USSR, in a bureaucratic form, different from the capitalist form in its mechanisms,
but identical in its effects.

200 Ernest Mandel, Les ondes longues du développement capitaliste, op. cit. [The “Glorious Thirty”
(“Les Trente Glorieuses”) refers to the 30-year boom period of economic growth in France between
1945 and 1975. Tr.]
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well as by the crisis of the European Union. The inter-capitalist war was no longer solely
commercial: After September 11, US imperialism relaunched wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.
These were still only local wars, but their stakes were already global: to keep control of the
Middle East, strategic locus of American hegemony on the planet. The result, as we know,
was the opposite. Iraq in ruins provided the breeding ground for the development of the
Islamic State; the entire region is now threatened with conflagration. The consequences are
planetary: the European Union is playing for its survival from crisis to crisis (Greece, Brexit,
refugees, Catalonia); the US policeman is unable to impose the Pax Americana; Russia and
especially China are taking advantage of the situation to advance their pawns on the
chessboard.

The crisis of neoliberal governance

Painted in very broad strokes, the picture shows rising contradictions, both economic and
political.

On the economic level, 40 years after the end of the Glorious Thirty, the system remains
entangled in the overproduction of commodities and the overaccumulation of capital. Such a
prolonged period of "soft" economic conditions is unprecedented in the history of capitalism.
As Francois Chesnais explains, this situation is linked to the fact that capitalism is coming up
against natural limits and finds it increasingly difficult to compensate for the fall in the rate of
profit by increasing its mass.?! On the political level, global neoliberal governance is slipping.
A sort of despotic consensus-building mechanism under the constraint of maximizing
capitalist profit and U.S. leadership, this governance has made it possible to avoid or mitigate
crises, but its opaque mechanisms only postpone deadlines without resolving difficulties.??

The problem in the West is therefore this: on the one hand, reviving ailing capitalism would
require even more deepening of neoliberal policies, and this revival would be synonymous
with an ecological disaster likely to aggravate the crisis of governance; on the other hand, the
"globalist” coordination of neoliberal policies through consultation symbolized by Davos has
been discredited, and the legitimacy of supranational structures (the European Union, for
one) is in free fall. As a result, the parties in power in the so-called democratic countries are
wearing themselves out by being nothing more than the executors of a technocratic monster
that they created to submit to their rules.

This is where we are: Semi-despotic neoliberal governance is finding it increasingly difficult
to control capitalist contradictions (including inter-state rivalries), and these contradictions in
turn greatly weaken political superstructures based on universal suffrage. Their crisis of
legitimacy thus becomes a major element of the chaos.

This crisis, however, is expressed differently according to social class. In the ruins left in the
20th century by Stalinism and social democracy, the popular classes are seeking — without

201 Francois Chesnais, “Le capitalisme a-t-il rencontré des limites infranchissables?”, Contretemps,
Feb 6, 2017.

202 The powerlessness in the face of the climate challenge is significant: a quarter of a century of
negotiations to finally reach the conclusion that everything should be done not to exceed 2°C — and
even 1.5°C - of warming... and doing nothing, or almost nothing, to achieve it!
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success so far — to re-assert a left-wing alternative. As they cannot find one (or, if they
thought they had found one and it disappointed them as happened in Greece with Syriza),
they take refuge in abstention. The behavior of the petty bourgeoisie and the lower strata of
the bourgeoisie is different. On the one hand, their class situation obviously prevents them
from imagining the end of capitalism (they more readily imagine the end of trade unionism
and social protest!); on the other hand, they are enraged at being at a disadvantage
compared to multinationals and "finance" ("the Davos party,” as Bannon calls it).

The rise of nationalism, protectionism, and nostalgia for a mythologized past are the product
of this double resentment. It is therefore an error to see in Trumpism (or in similar political
forms in Europe) the partial and misguided expression of the legitimate social indignation of
the excluded as many observers are tempted to do. What is happening is rather a
reactionary revolt of the middle social class, which uses its ballot to assert itself both against
globalized neoliberal governance and against the emancipatory struggles of the exploited
and oppressed. The rallying of sectors of the workforce to this revolt is a secondary
phenomenon. Worrisome but not decisive at this stage.

A global reactionary project

The philosopher Slavoj Zizek once said of Trump: "Read him closely ... and if you extract his
total racist and sexist stupidity, you will see that here and there, where he makes a complete
proposals, they’re usually not so bad.... Trump is a paradox.... [T]he the function of all of
these dirty jokes and stupidities is to cover up that he is really a pretty ordinary, centrist
politician."2% In reality, Mr. Zizek peremptorily utters a "total stupidity” that deserves to be in
the Guinness Book of Records. With the same absurd method, the philosopher could have
"extracted" anti-Semitism from Mein Kampf and concluded that Adolf Hitler was after all a
"pretty ordinary" left-wing nationalist politician. However, we must not hide from the fact that
Trump's project is, like Hitler's, a global project that poses a global threat. It is the reactionary
project of a savage, brutal, and very authoritarian capitalism, straight out of the head of a
nationalist boss who has enriched himself thanks to the Mafia and who rails against all
constraints: benefit contributions, unions, competitors, "red tape," gender equality, the press,
ecologists, measures in favor of minorities, the rules of "good governance.”

Trump's scapegoating bears a particular resemblance to that of the Nazis. As Enzo Traverso
notes, "in Trump’s rhetoric, his condemnations of ‘the establishment’ reproduce the anti-
Semiitic cliché of a virtuous agrarian community rooted in land and tradition, opposed to an
anonymous, corrupted, intellectual, and cosmopolitan metropolis. It is not that he dislikes
Jewish politicians or representatives of the economic elite — today, his Islamophobia is
certainly stronger than his prejudice against the Jews — but rather [that] he portrays the
cities as realms of an abstract and ungraspable power generated by media, finance, and
culture, which anti-Semitism codified during the past century." 204

How shall we describe Trump's project? Many left-wing observers believe that the cocktail of
nationalism, racism, machismo, authoritarianism, praise of violence, and threats against

203 Marcus Browne, “Slavoj Zizek: Trump is really a centrist liberal,” The Guardian, Apr 28, 2016.

204 Enzo Traverso, “Trump’s Savage Capitalism. The nightmare is real,” World Policy Journal, Vol.
XXXIV, No. 1, Spring 2017
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freedom of expression requires Trumpism to be equated with fascism. Trump's style — his
mass rallies, his spectacular plane arrivals (like Hitler’s in the past!), his Mussolini-like body
language, and his outright lies seem to point in the same direction.??® Above all, the historical
contexts are relatively similar: a deep and persistent economic crisis, a devastating stock
market crash insufficient to ensure the revival of accumulation, a political crisis, a desperate
petty bourgeoisie, acute rivalries between great powers. Isn't “America first” surprisingly
close to Deutschland Uber alles? Various publications were therefore filled with articles
denouncing Trump's fascism, characterized by the various authors as neofascism,
postfascism, prefascism, protofascism, or simply fascism. We intend to show that these
historical analogies are both useful and misleading.

Fascists, yes. But fascism?

At first glance, the transition period between Obama and Trump, as well as the first months
of the new team, seemed to confirm these characterizations. With the help of Rebekah
Mercer, whose influence at the time was decisive,?°® Trump chose several far-right aides. In
addition to Steve Bannon, there were Stephen Miller, Sebastian Gorka, Michael Anton, Julia
Hahn. All these people swear, of course, to their great gods that they are not racists and
even less fascists. Like Marine Le Pen, they define themselves as "nationalists.” But this is
subterfuge. "Nationalist,” in this case, is a code word used by far-right people who want to
avoid being burned in their careers as were some of their overly incautious elders. Jeff
Sessions, for example: In the 1980s, his racism prevented him from being appointed to the
federal bench (he accused a white lawyer of "betraying his race" by defending Black
people).?°” Recruited by Bannon 30 years later, Sessions was the first Republican senator to
support Trump's candidacy, who later thanked him by appointing him attorney general.

Sifting through the resumes of the "nationalists" in Trump's immediate entourage would be
tedious. Let's settle for Stephen Miller, once a close associate of Sessions. Miller’s anti-
Semitism could be heard at a White House press conference during which he bashed a
journalist for his "cosmopolitan bias."?°® Miller has acknowledged that his mentor is white
supremacist Richard Spencer, the organizer of the Charlottesville rally. Here is a quote from
this mentor: "To be white is to be a striver, a crusader, an explorer and a conqueror. We
build, we produce, we go upward. And we recognize a central lie of American race relations.
We don’t exploit other groups -- we don’t gain anything from their presence. They need us,
and not the other way around. ... America was, until this past generation, a white country,
designed for ourselves and our posterity. It is our creation, it is our inheritance, and it belongs
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to us."?® There is no need to beat around the bush: we are clearly dealing with fascists
"American-style."

Decisions regarding the National Security Council and Homeland Security Council
encouraged the assimilation of Trumpism with fascism. As soon as he was installed, the new
President decided that the CIA director, the director of national intelligence, and the chairman
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff would no longer be permanent members of these bodies: they
would come only by invitation. Steve Bannon, on the other hand, was appointed a regular
member of the National Security Council alongside Michael Flynn. Fascist or not, every
dictator must control and subordinate the army, police, and intelligence services. So there
was nothing specifically fascist in this decision. However, the major role of the Flynn-Bannon
duo was very worrying: the former is considered dangerous even by the military, the latter is
a fascist, anti-Semitic strategist, expert in pseudo-anti-capitalist and "revolutionary" social
demagoguery. Fortunately, the duo did not have time to put their ideas into practice: Flynn
was ejected for lying to the vice president about his dealings with the Russians (at least
that's the official story), and Bannon was later removed from the National Security Council
(he threatened to resign but had to give in?1%). Ten weeks after Trump entered the White
House, the National Security Council returned to its "normal” composition.

Finally, there was the Muslim travel ban — the ban on entry into the US of nationals from
seven Muslim countries. Laleh Khalili, a professor at SOAS (University of London), analyzed
in detail the executive order signed by the President just after taking office. It convincingly
showed that it was deliberately designed to create "the uncertainty and arbitrariness that are
necessary for rule by fiat." #* The executive order came at a time marked by a dramatic
increase in crimes targeting members of the Muslim community: up 67% since Trump
launched his election campaign in 2015, according to the FBI.2'2 The text had not passed
through the entire chain of command but, as if it had, it was immediately and zealously
applied by border officers whose union had supported Trump's election campaign.??
Coincidentally, a mosque was burned down in Texas just hours after the order was made
public.?** This method “perfectly suited” the “authoritarian style” of Trump and his advisers,

209 | ouis Jacobson, “Are there white nationalists in the White House?,” Politifact, Aug 15, 2017.
Spencer illustrates here a point raised by Nancy McLean (op. cit.): in the United States, libertarian
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Khalili observed. The affair, in fact, gave the impression of a stunt to generate a pretext for
the establishment of increased power, and Bannon's presence at the top of the
Administration invited comparison to the Reichstag fire, which provided the excuse for Hitler
to impose his dictatorship, in 1933. Laleh Khalili drew no conclusions about the
establishment of fascism in the United States — but others did so in her place.

Fascists, fascism and dictatorship

This was the case with Judith Butler. "This may well be a moment to distinguish between old
and new fascisms," the philosopher wrote in a hot reaction. “The key reference point remains
the mid-twentieth-century forms of European fascism. With Trump, we have a different
situation, but one which | would still call fascist. The fascist moment comes when Trump
arrogates to himself the power to deport millions of people or to put Hillary in jall, ... to break
trade agreements at will, to insult the government of China, to call for the reintroduction of
waterboarding and other modes of torture. When he speaks that way, he acts as if he has
the sole power .... Many of us took his arrogance, his ridiculous self-importance, his racism,
his misogyny, and his unpaid taxes to be self-defeating characteristics, but all of those were
frankly thrilling for many who voted for him. No one is sure that he has read the Constitution
or even cares about it. That arrogant indifference is what attracts people to him. And that is a
fascist phenomenon. If he puts deeds to words, then we have a fascist government." 215

John Bellamy Foster developed a similar opinion. Before going further in this discussion, it is
important to emphasize one point: the author of "Marx's Ecology" considers that climate
denialism is an integral part of Trump's project and constitutes a major aspect of the danger
he presents. We cannot emphasize enough the importance of this position.?* However,
Foster's analysis is questionable, in our view, when he deals with the general
characterization of Trumpism and the policy conclusions that flow from it.

In his work on the Trump phenomenon, John Bellamy Foster refers to Samir Amin to "recall
the characteristics of fascism in general, of which American neo-fascism is a specific form."
Foster: "As Samir Amin says in ‘The Return of Fascism in Contemporary Capitalism’: ‘The
fascist choice for managing a capitalist society in crisis is always based — by definition even
— on the categorical rejection of democracy. Fascism always replaces the general principles
on which the theories and practices of modern democracies are based — recognition of a
diversity of opinions, recourse to electoral procedures to determine a majority, guarantee of
the rights of the minority, etc. — with the opposed values of submission to the requirements
of collective discipline and the authority of the supreme leader and his main agents. This
reversal of values is then always accompanied by a return of backward-looking ideas, which
are able to provide an apparent legitimacy to the procedures of submission that are
implemented.™ 217
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In Judith Butler's quote, as in Samir Amin's definition that Foster adopts, fascism is an
authoritarian regime like any other, which "replaces the principles" of democracy with those
of submission. But fascism is much more than that. Whether under Mussolini, Hitler, Franco,
or Salazar, fascism in power has meant the total crushing of the labor movement and other
social movements, the imprisonment — and in many cases the physical elimination — of
political and trade union leaders (even the most right-wing), the complete abolition of
democratic rights, the absolute atomization of the working class, and, in the Nazi variant, the
extermination of six million Jews.

Don't trivialize the monster

The United States is not immune to this danger and it is obvious that Trump, today, is
creating conditions conducive to the rise of fascism. He encourages racism, machismo,
homophobia, hatred, violence — and, not just in words, but in deeds. According to the
Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC), publisher of an authoritative annual report on hate
groups, the number of Islamophobic organizations tripled between 2015 and 2016. The
SPLC finds a clear correlation between the proliferation of hate groups and increase in racist
and anti-Semitic attacks, on the one hand, and Trump's bursting onto the political scene and
getting elected, on the other. All this is alarming, but we must try to keep this in perspective.
As John B. Foster notes, the streets of American cities do not resonate with the sounds of
jack boots of thugs in black or brown shirts. Although carefully prepared, the national
mobilization of the far right in Charlottesville in August 2017 brought together only a good
thousand fringe fanatics. A local white supremacist rally announced a few days later in
Boston was attended by fewer than 100 people and was completely drowned out,
overwhelmed, and smothered by a colorful crowd of 40,000 peaceful and determined anti-
racist demonstrators.?8

Generally speaking, Trump's electoral victory has stimulated widespread social mobilization.
The day before he took office, 4.2 million women had demonstrated across the country to
denounce the coming to power of this macho man, an abuser who considers them sexual
objects to be "taken by the pussy"; some activists ironically thanked Trump for having
fostered the revival of feminist struggles.?*® At the end of January, hundreds of thousands of
people spontaneously rebelled against the Muslim ban, occupied airports and blocked air
traffic, in a magnificent surge of self-organization and internationalist solidarity. A few months
later, hundreds of thousands of scientists, environmentalists, and people committed to
rationality took to the streets to protest Trump's climate denial and "alternative facts" culture.
Such a level of social struggle is incompatible with the idea that (neo)fascism has taken
power in the United States. Moreover, these demonstrations have sometimes come up
against the police, but not against fascist gangs.

Characterizing Trumpism as fascism also does not "fit" with the reality observed at the level
of institutions and the media.
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As we have seen, the President is trying to get justice to bend his way, but he has a long way
to go: judges have twice rejected his Muslim ban, others are investigating fraud at Trump
University, and special counsel Robert Mueller is tracking Trump's, his sons’, his son-in-
law's, and his collaborators' ties to Russian interference in the presidential election. There is
a guerrilla war between Donald and the courts that evokes Silvio Berlusconi's, not Hitler's,
relationship with justice.??°

The press is "free" (at least, no less than before). Its analyses and revelations exasperate
Trump, who seeks to favor media under his thumb and relies on social networks. The
President's vituperations against “fake news” are reminiscent of Hitler's against the
lugenpresse [lying press — Tr.], but he is powerless to muzzle journalists. Nor can he silence
the comedians who ridicule the mediocre heroes of the White House-style Game of Thrones:
millions of viewers laugh at sketches featuring Trump-the-vain, Pence-the-bigot, Pruitt-the-
servile, Melania-the-humiliated, lvanka-the-faithful, and their cronies. The American
Psychiatric Association prohibits its members from openly commenting on the behavior or
symptoms of a public figure without the consent of the public figure. Twenty-six leading
figures in the field of psychological disorders have chosen to override this rule to write a
collective work warning society and the world of the fact that Donald Trump is "a dangerous
mentally ill man" and that his position at the top of the state even makes him "the most
dangerous man in the world.” 22! Figures in his own party have made it clear that they are
aware of the risk, as if to suggest that they would be in favor of a bipartisan impeachment
procedure (the only one that has a chance of succeeding).

To make people believe that all this is compatible with the existence of a fascist, or "neo-
fascist" regime, is to mislead the population. Let us be clear: it is essential and urgent to
sound the alarm about the danger of an authoritarian regime; Butler, Foster, and those who
share their point of view are a thousand times right on this point. We also share the opinion
of activist Barry Sheppard who believes that too many people on the left seriously
underestimate this risk.??? But you don't cry out when there's a smell of gas in the kitchen:
you turn off the gas and open the window to let the toxic fumes escape. We must avoid
fueling an underestimation of what fascism could represent if it were actually in power — or
at the gates of power. Ernest Mandel observed that this underestimation could lead part of
the population to say that, after all, "the monster was not quite as terrible as people made it
out to be.” 22 Such a conclusion could only play into the hands of the fascists.
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Acid test: Trump and the unions

In the eyes of capital, an essential function of fascism was the destruction of the trade unions
and other social movements. So let's look at the situation of the working class and Trump's
policy toward its organizations. We will see that his policy is dangerous but that the danger is
of a different nature from that represented by Hitler or Mussolini in the 1930s.

U.S. trade unionism is in bad shape. The employers, the mainstream media, and the public
authorities are waging war on it. The unionization rate was 34% in 1945, 30% under
Kennedy, and it is only 10% on average today (6% in the private sector). Unsurprisingly, the
weakening of labor organizations has gone hand in hand with an explosion of social
inequality: An average employer earned 40 times more than their employees in 1970, they
earn 400 times more today.??* For 95% of workers, on the other hand, there has been a
virtual stagnation in real wages since the mid-1970s: In each recession, the unions accept
wage concessions to save jobs.??® The American dream of social mobility has broken down:
today, a poor American is less likely to become rich than a poor Briton. Employment is
mostly flexible: 60% of workers work variable hours for which they are paid by the hour.?2¢
Social inequality has also increased between white and Black workers: from 2007 to 2010,
the wealth of white families fell by 11% but that of Black families by 31%, according to the
Urban Institute.??’

The Republican Party wants to take advantage of labor’s loss of power to spread to the
entire country the “right to work” laws that are already in force in 28 states. The goal is to ban
union security agreements.??8 This would undermine the institutional and financial power of
the unions. However, surprise: If Donald mentioned this objective in his program, he has not
yet tackled it since he took office. Will he? His approach is pragmatic, not ideological. As a
reminder, he built his Trump Tower cutting deals with racist and corrupt trade union leaders
who practiced union security in their own way (by putting the contributions of undocumented
workers in their pockets). And that's not all: recently, to end a labor dispute with UNITE
HERE (the hotel and restaurant employees’ union), Donald Trump signed a collective
bargaining agreement with the kitchen staff of a hotel in Las Vegas, Nevada, and accepted
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the unionization of workers at his new hotel in Washington.??® UNITE HERE is a vibrant,
growing, multiracial, and mostly female union that fights both for the rights of its members
and against the racist policies of the White House.?3°

On Obamacare, the President is systematically outdoing the Republican general staff. Not on
unions. This is confirmed by his attitude in the face of pressing demands to suspend the
Davis-Bacon Act to "help rebuild" Texas and Louisiana devastated by Hurricane Harvey.?%!
What is this about? Passed in 1931, the federal Davis-Bacon Act requires companies
working on government contracts to pay the prevailing wages in the region. After Hurricane
Katrina hit New Orleans in 2005, George W. Bush suspended this law (and others,
particularly in the field of environmental protection) at the recommendation of the very
reactionary Republican Study Committee, chaired at the time by one Mike Pence. Bush
claimed deregulation would accelerate reconstruction. In reality, it accelerated social
inequality: 1) 100,000 inhabitants who had fled the storm did not return to New Orleans,
especially because wages had collapsed; 2) Halliburton, Bechtel, and other groups close to
the White House hired thousands of immigrant workers from Mexico, Brazil, and even India
at low prices; 3) social relations in Louisiana were permanently degraded to the detriment of
employees — five years after Katrina, 30,000 undocumented migrants were still roaming the
region in search of a livelihood.?*2

These results fit well with Trump's logic: Deregulation favors the competition of
undocumented immigrants on wages, this competition makes it possible to stir up racism
against undocumented immigrants, and this racism in turn facilitates the competition among
workers.?*® However, another surprise: Trump did not accede to the request from certain
business and political circles to suspend Davis-Bacon in response to Harvey.

Why not? And why didn't Trump rush to support a federal law on the right to work as a
priority? Because our schizophrenic is once again torn between two identities. Trump the
Entrepreneur would no doubt lean towards sweeping away social regulations that hinder the
accumulation of profit. But Donald the President, the ambitious Narcissus whose popularity
rating is at an all-time low, would like to attract certain unions to his camp: in particular, the
construction unions in North America’s Building Trades Unions (NABTU). For two reasons: In
the short term, NABTU's collaboration would help Trump obtain the support of some elected
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Democrats for his infrastructure modernization plan; in the longer term, detaching NABTU
from the Democratic Party would increase his chances of winning a second term in 2020 (if
he is not impeached by then). Especially in the swing states, which he only narrowly won in
2016. However, the NABTU union leadership is committed to maintaining Davis-Bacon and
union security agreements. Right-wing and bureaucratic, the building trades unions take
advantage of these mechanisms, especially the second, to ensure their survival without
having to act too aggressively in defense of their members. This is why states imposing the
"right to work" are not necessarily those where trade unionism is doing the worst. Nevada —
where UNITE HERE affiliates won a victory against Trump — is an example: The
unionization rate is 14%, well above the US average.?*

This complex social reality sheds light on the rather surreal working meeting held at the
White House on February 7, 2017: on one side, the construction unionists; on the other, the
billionaire capitalist President Donald Trump and his fascist strategic adviser Steve Bannon.
The fact that this meeting took place so soon after Trump took office says a lot about his
priorities. Trump dangled the promise that reviving pipelines, modernizing infrastructure,
abolishing trade treaties, and dismantling environmental "rigidities” would create many jobs
for the building trades. The real estate developer knows who he is dealing with. NABTU is a
federation of class collaborationist unions. Vis-a-vis the contractors, they form a cartel with
the bidding companies; bureaucratic organizations, where membership cards are passed on
from father to son, very closed to women as well as to Black and Latino communities; an
apparatus on the defensive in the face of the anti-union offensive in the private sector, and
therefore increasingly dependent on public works. The unionists fell for the ploy: They left the
meeting hailing "a great day for America and for American workers." #** They even invited
Trump to speak at their convention.

Trump is similarly trying to woo workers in the auto, mining, steel, and arms industries as
wells as truck drivers. Let's detall a little-known example: Harley-Davidson. In 1981, the
motorcycle factory based in Milwaukee, Wisconsin (the largest city in one of the “swing
states” of the Rust Belt) was at the end of its rope against Asian competitors. Bought by its
management, it then recovered spectacularly by playing on the brand's mythical image,
involving the staff in the effort, creating communities of bikers (principally white males), and
... violating the Clean Air Act.?*® The U.S. Department of Justice accused Harley of
marketing 12,000 motorcycles not approved by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
and 340,000 “Super Tuner” exhausts, which were very noisy and polluting with fine particles.
In July 2016, the company was fined twice. The first was $12 million, the second was the
obligation to donate $3 million to the American Cancer Association (to replace old wood
stoves in local communities with cleaner devices). On February 2, 2017, the management
and union members were received at the White House. Under the pretext of
competitiveness, and therefore of employment, Trump promised to do something to help
Harley. A few months later, his Department of Justice announced that the company was
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excused from paying the $3 million owed to the American Cancer Association, which was
forced, without notice, to cancel its program.?®’

The Trumpist plan is transparent: in the name of jobs, pit white male workers' unions against
women, communities, environmental protection, and foreign competition (i.e., workers from
other countries, especially Asian). To do this, the President cultivates his image as a virile
self-made man, a successful man of the "people."” He promotes the illusion that blue-collar
workers and their unions will benefit from his plan to "make America great again,"
encouraging them, especially, to support his war policy, arms sales, and expanding military
budget to "create jobs.” His is a perilous plan for the workforce, but it follows neither the
libertarian line of the Kochs, nor that of the fascists or the Nazis.

During the rise of fascism in Germany and lItaly, far-right bosses paid shock troops to attack
picket lines and disperse workers' meetings. In Germany, a month after coming to power,
Hitler banned trade unions. Three months later, their premises were occupied, their leaders
(even the most right-wing) thrown in jail, and their property seized. The destruction of the
trade unions was only slightly slower in Italy: On October 2, 1925, the employers'
confederation Confindustria and the fascist regime signed the Vidoni Pact abolishing the
trade unions; shortly afterwards, strikes were outlawed and workers not registered with the
fascist party were banned from hiring. Trump's policies are of a different nature: it is the class
collaboration politics of a cunning boss who seeks to divide and rule by exploiting the
disarray of right-wing unions and the fears of disoriented white workers. As for the wealthy
reactionaries of the Koch group, they use their fortunes to buy and train shock politicians, not
to recruit shock troops from among the déclassés.

This is not the first time that the U.S. right has tried to draw workers and their unions into its
camp. Similar attempts were made by Eisenhower in 1953, Nixon in 1972, and Reagan in
1980.2%8 Trump seems to be particularly inspired by Nixon who, in the name of nationalism
and the greatness of America, succeeded in bringing sections of the trade union movement
to the streets (“the hardhats”) against the anti-war movement. In the end, however, the anti-
war movement won the game.

Donald Trump can be no more certain than Nixon of succeeding in his coup. Members of the
mining communities he now flatters will eventually understand that his promises of a return to
the golden age of coal employment are completely demagogic. The abolition of the Clean
Power Plan can at most slow the decline of coal in the face of competition from renewables
and shale gas. In fact, this measure mainly serves to help mine owners manage the
transition at a lower cost. A spokesman for the major U.S. electricity producer, NRG Energy,
says it openly: “Of course, this [the pro-coal measures, D.T.] makes a difference. We will
take it into consideration. But all our investment decisions are for the next 15, 20, 30 years.
We will rely more and more on natural gas and renewables.” 22 Moreover, while Trump tries
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to bamboozle communities, his Republican majority abolishes regulations on mine safety and
workers' exposure to beryllium (an ecotoxic and carcinogenic metal). The interest of the
workers is not to cling to coal mining but to fight for collective conversion in a public plan for
transition to renewables without loss of wages.

Comparison is not reason

In truth, union-busting is not at all a necessity for American business today. As has been
said, wages have been frozen for decades and remain frozen even when the economy is
running at full capacity with low unemployment. It was precisely to achieve this same
objective that German employers needed Nazism. The goal was met, and this "success" —
wages frozen despite almost full employment — was then unprecedented in the history of
capitalism;?*° today, the globalization of capital allows bosses to achieve the same result by
purely economic means (in which phenomena such as uberization play a certain role, though
less decisive than is believed). It goes without saying that Trump would substantially deepen
the crisis of trade unionism if he managed to succeed where Nixon ultimately failed. If so, it
could possibly pave the way for a subsequent fascist project — a project to destroy the
workers' movement and other social movements. But can Trump succeed?

To venture an answer to this question, we must examine the concrete situation. It has
changed, in two opposite directions.

On the one hand, the decline of trade unionism in industry reduces the strategic importance
of reeling in the organizations Trump is courting. These unions of blue-collar white men are
already very weakened. By contrast, trade unions are growing in occupational sectors where
the workforce is multiracial and feminized. “The average union member is much more likely
to be a female nurse’s aide or public-school teacher or a black government worker or a
Latino building service worker than a white male steel or construction worker," observes
Yeselson. In some of these professions, unionization rates exceed 30%. Except among the
police, personnel in the public sector have little sympathy for the Donald.

On the other hand, changes in the world of work open up opportunities for Trump that Nixon
did not have. Thus, the majority of truckers today are no longer wage-earning workers but
self-employed independent contractors, straddling the line between the working class and
the petty bourgeoisie.?*! It is no coincidence that the President chose to travel to
Pennsylvania to present his tax reform project to a thousand of them. He told them, “When
your trucks are moving, America is growing. That is why my administration is taking historic
steps to remove the barriers that slow you down. America first means putting American
truckers first." 242 Using public power to "remove the barriers" that hold businesses back is a
good summary of neoliberal policy. But Trump implicitly sends a message that goes beyond
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that: His speech can be understood as a call to independent drivers to mobilize to help him
break down barriers formed by those who oppose his neoliberal policies.

There is a smell of gas in the kitchen

In fact, Trump frequently invites his base to support him not only in elections, but also in
practical, physical action against his adversaries. Such calls are made to sectors of the world
of work, but also to various groups (motorcyclists) and ... towards youth. In July 2017, for
example, the President addressed 40,000 people at a Boy Scouts of America Jamboree. He
asked the young crowd to be "loyal" to him (loyalty to him is a leitmotif with Trump). He
booed his predecessor's name and declared that scouting was at the heart of the fight for
"America First." 243 This speech had no practical result. Nazi activists launched another
appeal to youth: Inspired by the Hitlerjugend, they tried — also unsuccessfully — to create a
Trump Youth to fight against the "parasites” who are everywhere and work in the shadows to
promote globalization.?*

Whether they come from the President himself or from small fascist groups, these attempts
to mobilize a pro-Trump base should sound an alert. They suggest that Trumpism in power,
while not fascism, is hevertheless more than the "plutocracy" diagnosed by historian Robert
Paxton?* — that is, more than a government of the rich by the rich. A specialist in the Vichy
regime, Paxton notes both the similarities with what happened in the 1930s and the
differences: the absence of a mass party and shock troops, as well as the gulf between
Trump's neoliberalism and the dirigiste economic policies of Mussolini and Hitler. He
concludes that the 45™ president of the United States is at the head of a plutocracy.

This plutocratic dimension is indisputable; you only have to look at the number of millionaires
and billionaires on the Trump team to see it.?* However, it seems to us that Robert Paxton
does not draw enough attention to the smell of gas that floats in the kitchens of the super-
rich, to use the metaphor used above in relation to the warnings of Butler and Foster. Trump
and some of his cronies are trying to bring about the transformation of their petty bourgeois
electoral base into a militant force, which is precisely the characteristic feature of a fascist
strategy.

In this respect, those who conflate Trumpism and fascism are not only mistaken about the
nature of fascism in power but also about its nature before the seizure of power. The two
aspects are linked, because destroying the unions and other social movements is a very
risky doubling down for the bourgeoisie. It cannot achieve this by "normal” means — such as
repressive laws, a state of emergency, or police action. For the enterprise to have a chance
of success, a mass party-movement must be formed capable of confronting the adversary in
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89



the streets to the point of decisively shifting the balance of forces before the seizure of
power. In concrete terms, this mass movement can only come from the youth and especially
from the intermediate class between the working class and the capitalist class: the petty
bourgeoisie. Donald having hegemonized the latter at the ballot box, it is immediately clear
that the questions of the mass party and the shock troops occupy a prominent place in the
debate on the nature of Trumpism.

The specificity of fascism

Fascism is not "invariably a product of the larger context of monopoly capital and
imperialism, related to struggles for hegemony within the capitalist world economy," as John
Bellamy Foster writes. 24’ (If Trumpism were this "invariable product,” it would be hard to
understand why the major U.S. monopolies supported Clinton rather than Trump.) Fascism is
born and develops as an active mass movement that is independent from the monopolies.
Without this character of an active mass movement, fascism would not be able to take on the
labor movement, and without its independence from the monopolies, it would not be able to
embody both hatred against the unions and hatred against a part of big capital (never, of
course, against capital as such). This duality characterizes fascism throughout the period
before the conquest of power.

Hitler did not promote the Nazi Party on an economic program of radical privatization dictated
by the trusts, as Foster suggests, but on a falsely anti-capitalist and anti-Semitic demagogic
program demanding "the nationalization of all trust-owned enterprises" and priority for small
merchants and small industrialists. Historian William Shirer reports that, "in the autumn of
1930, Strasser, Feder and Frick introduced in the Reichstag, on behalf of the Nazi Party, a
bill calling for a 4% cap on all interest rates, the expropriation of banking and financial
tycoons and all Eastern European Jews without compensation, and nationalization of the big
banks."?® It was only after big capital obtained assurances from Hitler that their banks and
trusts would not be expropriated that the old President Hindenburg received the corporate
green light for Hitler's appointment as chancellor.

On the one hand, to come to power, fascism must prove to the big bourgeoisie its usefulness
as a reliable instrument for the destruction of the labor movement and other social
movements (which implies the elimination of the "plebeian” wing of fascism after the seizure
of power).2*® On the other hand, the big bourgeoisie, by appealing to fascism, agrees to hand
over political power to adventurers without knowing if it will be able to control them. This
dialectic was masterfully expounded by Ernest Mandel: "fascism is both the realization and
the negation of the tendencies inherent in monopoly capital," he wrote. "Realization" because
fascism "realizes the tendency of monopoly capitalism to organize the life of the whole
society in its own interest in a totalitarian way. Negation because it could only fulfil this
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function through an in-depth political expropriation of the bourgeoisie." 2°° Failure to grasp
this dialectic leads John B. Foster to see the conquest of power by fascism not as a decisive
shift but as a "historical process" of gradual "fascization" of the state and its "ideological
apparatuses” from a governmental "bridgehead." This process must be completed, he writes,
"before a fully neo-fascist state can operate in its own violent way." However, this idea that
fascism could seize executive power without violence, then use it to "fascize” the state, and
only reveal its violence at the end of this process, is in contradiction with historical
experience, both in Germany and in Italy.

To be mistaken about the nature of fascism is to expose oneself to committing two
symmetrical errors that the Stalinized communist parties committed, the first before and the
second after Hitler's victory. In both cases, the result was disastrous. The first mistake is to
believe that the social democratic trade unionists who are mired in the co-management of the
system are "fascists;” what would those who would draw this conclusion say if a fascist
regime were to be installed and throw these trade unionists in prison? The second mistake
would be to call all "democrats,” left and right, to the front against the fascist threat.

John B. Foster leans towards this option, of which the climate challenge would reinforce the
urgency, according to him. In the short term, he pleads for "the formation of a broad alliance,
modeled after the Popular Front against fascism in the 1930s and '40s, aimed principally at
confronting the fossil-fuel-financial complex and its avid right-wing supporters." The anti-
capitalist extension of the struggle would take place in a second phase, "in the long run,"?!
he writes. This strategy failed in the 1930s because it involved limiting social demands to
what was acceptable to the "democrats" of the ruling class. They particularly opposed any
extension of trade union rights and workers' freedom of action in their workplaces, even
though these rights and freedom of action were obviously decisive from the point of view of
the anti-fascist struggle. While we share John Bellamy Foster's concern about the Trumpist
danger and the climate emergency, we believe that this strategy would fail today as well. The
"green" and "democratic" sectors of capitalism are indeed not ready to tolerate the rights of
organization and freedom of direct action of the social movements that, from Notre-Dame
des Landes to Standing Rock, Ende Gelande, and Cajamarca, are trying to block major
extractivist and infrastructure projects. Now, this Blockadia (to use Naomi Klein's expression)
plays a decisive role in the struggle against fossil capitalist reaction.

The struggle for hegemony on the far right

The fact that Trump has undeniable fascist traits and creates space for fascists, the presence
around him of individuals who are fascists, and his (hitherto unsuccessful) attempts to
mobilize his electoral base into action show the existence of a real fascist danger but are not
enough to assert that fascism has taken power. Bannon's positioning after August 2017 is
interesting from this point of view. "The Trump presidency we fought for, and won, is over,"
the former strategic adviser said as he left the White House.?*? Since then, Bannon seems to
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be developing a tactic of unity/outburst with his former boss: he continues to claim to be part
of the presidential campaign while outflanking Trump to the right and denouncing Trump’s
"globalist" entourage, but without criticizing Trump personally too much. It should be noted
that Bannon does this on the instructions of his employers, the Mercers.

Here is a concrete fact that shows how this tactic plays out and what it reveals about the
stakes on the far right. In the primary race for the Republican nomination for senator from
Alabama, Bannon and the Mercers threw their weight behind former justice Roy Moore
against the candidate supported by Trump and the Republic Party leadership, incumbent
Luther Strange. Moore is a far right Christian fundamentalist, creationist, violently racist,
pathologically Islamophobic and homophobic. An avowed supporter of “God's law,” he
considers the attacks of September 11 a manifestation of divine wrath in the face of sexual
perversion and sodomy plaguing the United States.?*® According to him, the First
Amendment of the Constitution — on freedoms, especially religious freedoms — only
concerns Christians, since the "founding fathers" were all Christians.?>* Trump, in
comparison, would almost pass for a moderate.

In this primary, Moore won by a wide margin over his opponent who claimed to be a true
Trumpist and had the President’s endorsement. Schizophrenic as usual, the tenant in the
White House hesitated: Donald was tempted to join Bannon in supporting Moore, but Trump
was afraid such companionship might be bad for the brand image of his hotels, attendance at
his golf courses, and rentals of his Mar-a-Lago. He promised, however, to support Moore
fully if Moore won the primary. After Moore won, he even called him a "good guy." Problem:
since then, the “good guy,” the very Christian and very virtuous judge — reminiscent of the
criminal magistrate in Agatha Christie's "And Then There Were None" — has been accused
of repeated sexual abuse against minors. The leadership of the Republican Party severed all
ties with him. Bannon and the Mercers, on the other hand, do not dwell on such "details.”
After a long silence, Trump ended up wishing the defeat of the Democratic candidate. One
thing seems clear: whatever the outcome of this election, the President is now in a complex
relationship of competition and complicity with Bannon and the Mercers in the struggle for
hegemony over the Tea Party base, and consequently over the Republican Party as such.

Grasping the novelty of the threat

Trumpism does not fit into the classic categories. It is a new authoritarian project, specific
and composite, unstable, typical of the neoliberal era. We have seen that it combines fascist
and plutocratic aspects; it also presents certain features of Bonapartism to which, strangely,
few authors draw attention. However, in addition to the vaudevillian interweaving of sordid
personal financial interests and the political project, the fact that Donald poses as the
populist savior of the nation above Congress and the parties, the fact that he fights to
conguer the Republican Party while sometimes relying on the Democrats against the
Republicans, is not without analogy to the tortuous way in which Louis Napoléon Bonaparte
took advantage of the confrontation between Orleanists and Legitimists, as well as the
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insipidness of the Mountain, to seize the presidency in 1848 and then establish his
dictatorship. Louis Napoléon can also be considered the inventor of branding in politics: his
struggle for power was largely based on the chauvinistic prestige of the Napoléon brand.

The Trumpist project is neither a simple American version of the international trend towards a
strong state nor a purely American phenomenon. Bill Crane is certainly right to point to the
current instance of an "American political tradition, that of right-wing populism, which has
always combined racist and xenophobic attitudes towards immigrants (and crucially in the
US context, Black people) with ... anti-elitist sentiment.” 2°° But the global context — the
structural capitalist crisis, the impasse of neoliberal governance, the absolute climate
emergency, and the decline of Washington's hegemony — give this instance global traits and
scope. The President does not hesitate to openly encourage his friends in the international
arena: the Polish Duda, the French Le Pen, the British Farage (who participated with Bannon
in a meeting in support of Moore),?*® the Hungarian Orban, the Filipino Duterte (the tropical
equivalent of Sheriff Arpaio), the Egyptian Sisi (Trump made him understand that he cared
about human rights like a fish about an apple; the message was received loud and clear and
the assassination of opponents exploded),?*” and a few other creatures of the same ilk.

Historical analogies provide useful guidance but can be misleading. As political scientist
Enzo Traverso puts it, "We tend to depict new political phenomena and objects through the
lens of preexisting concepts," which does not help us "understand the novelty of the Trump
era."?®® However, it is this novelty that must be grasped.

It is time, at this stage, to attempt a synthesis. The nature of Trumpism as a new
phenomenon in the galaxy of reaction seems to us to be summarized in five points: 1) it is an
authoritarian, xenophobic, demagogic, macho, Islamophobic, anti-Semitic, and climate-
denialist nationalism; 2) it takes advantage of the disarray of the world of work in the
developed capitalist countries to seek to build a reactionary electoral hegemony based
mainly on fractions of the petty bourgeoisie revolting against neoliberal globalization and on
layers — male and white in particular — of the working class; 3) insofar as it establishes this
hegemony, it offers itself to capital as a possible vehicle for the strengthening of the
executive power necessary for the deepening of neoliberalism, whose globalist management
is in crisis — this is where the major threat lies; 4) as a result, it could possibly create
conditions conducive to the further development of an even more dangerous far right, or
even of an authentic fascist movement (though this evolution is not automatic, so it is difficult
to speak of "pre-fascism" or "proto-fascism"); 5) finally, on the ideological level, Trumpism is
characterized by a savage mixture of nihilism, frenzied individualism, and absolute
indifference to the ecological and social devastation it brings about.

255 Bill Crane, “The Rise of Donald Trump, Anti-Politics and the Left,” RS21, Jun 6, 2016.

256 Read Robert Shrimsley's humorous article, “Nigel Farage finds far-out friends in far-flung places,”
Financial Times, Sep 28, 2017.

257 Sudarsan Raghavan, “Since Trump’s Mideast visit, extrajudicial killings have spiked in Egypt,”
Washington Post, Aug 30, 2017.

258 Enzo Traverso, “Trump’s Savage Capitalism. The Nightmare is Real,” World Policy Journal, Vol.
XXXIV, No. 1, Spring 2017

93



Protectionism vs. free trade: USA Inc. vs. China Inc.

The international context which determines Trumpism and gives it its global scope is
determined mainly by the rise of "communist" China. Beijing provides paradoxical proof of
the effectiveness of a strong executive power, which is both neoliberal and authoritarian,
nationalist and globalist. Top business leaders around the world turn pale with envy when
they see the strong state and planning by the ruling party putting China's "bureaucratic
capitalism"?® in the position to dethrone the United States as the world's leading power. Bill
Clinton imagined Washington taking advantage of China's entry into the World Trade
Organization with the "natural force of globalization" automatically working in favor of the
stronger party.?®® The opposite has happened.

At the turn of the century, the United States had a share of world trade three times that of
China; today, China accounts for nearly a quarter of annual trade, making it the world's
largest trading power. In terms of purchasing power in local currency, the Chinese economy
surpassed that of the United States in 2014 and will surpass it in dollars in the coming years.
The Twelfth Five-Year Plan sets the goal of investing heavily in research and training, so that
China becomes a global leader in all cutting-edge technologies. Beijing even aims to take
first place in the race for artificial intelligence by 2030, which will be decisive for the global
balance of power (including on the military level). At the current rate, China's economy will be
twice the size of that of the United States by 2050, and larger than all Western economies
combined.?! China already has more dollar billionaires than the United States, including
about a hundred members of the National Assembly (there is only one billionaire in the US
Congress).252

Between the rising power and the descending (though still militarily dominant) power, the
battle for world leadership is on. In this struggle, Donald Trump's project is in fact the
opposite of Xi Jinping's: It is because American capitalism is losing ground in the game of
free trade that protectionist voices are being raised within it. It is because of China’s contrary
gains that Chinese capitalism sends Xi to Davos to defend globalization.?®® The free trade of
the one and the protectionism of the other are two sides of the same coin. The rivalry
between the two giants thus illustrates Marx's analysis, for whom "the protectionist system is
nothing but a means of establishing large-scale industry in any given country, that is to say,
of making it dependent upon the world market, and from the moment that dependence upon
the world market is established, there is already more or less dependence upon free trade."
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The author of Capital added that protectionism "helps to develop free trade competition
within a country."?54

This quote is quite astonishingly topical: Trump's protectionism aims to "(re)establish large-
scale industry" in the United States by "developing free trade competition," that is to say, by
deepening social regression. Eric Fassin is right to point out that neoliberalism and
nationalism are not at all contradictory.?%® The difference between Xi and Trump lies in this:
the latter is jealous of the former having a strong state to impose with an iron fist both
neoliberalism and strict border control. Human rights in China? The time when the "free
world" pretended to worry about this is now only a distant memory. From this point of view,
Trump is only expressing more brutally the "pragmatism" common to all Western
governments.

The entrepreneur, a modern figure of the Savior

Marx liked to point out that, in capitalist society, reality walks on its head. This is the case
with Trump, his supporters, and his competitors in the club of the super-rich created by the
Kochs.?¢ |n the alienated mental universe of these people, the false partial rationality that is
the cause of chaos is seen as the way to end chaos. Entrepreneurs whose unquenchable
thirst for profit is responsible for the social crisis and inequality are cast as the ones who will
lead society out of the social crisis and reduce inequality. The speculators who fostered the
financial crisis of 2007-2008 and want nothing more than to start speculating again without
hindrance are presented as those who will prevent a new financial crisis. There was a time
when bourgeois society in crisis bowed down before the military. Commodity fetishism is so
prevalent today that it bows down to businessmen. The illusion that money creates wealth
has led to the absurd idea that the rich are exceptional beings, too good to deign to exploit
work and nature, because they can get by without them.

It is this logic of the entrepreneurial savior that Trump pushes to the point of caricature. With
his team of billionaire bigots and military officers, the new tenant of the White House has set
out to manage the United States like a big company. The guy is not content to promote his
brand from the White House: Trapped in his own megalomania, he has taken it into his head
to radically restructure the multinational USA Inc. He knows that the group is still dominant
militarily but is losing its position as the world's number one economically. In his mind, it is
therefore necessary to strike fast and hard.

What do bosses do who arrive at the head of a company in such a situation? They quickly
give some clear signs of their determination, get rid of activities that are not profitable
(enough), sow fear and division among their employees, lay off staff (women and immigrants
first), refocus the group on its core business, increase the pace of work, tighten the reins on
branch managers (in fact, Trump treated the president of Mexico and the Australian prime
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minister like branch managers when he first took office!), establishes new strategic alliances,
and prepares for battle with his main enemies. The parallel is quite clear with a year of
Trumpism in practice.

Several levels of danger

In Chapter I, we briefly discussed the strategy developed by Trump-Bannon to restore US
hegemony and prepare for the confrontation with China. It is time to come back to it in more
detail.

This strategy involves an attempt to separate Moscow from Beijing over the long term. To do
this, Putin would have to be given a bone: for example, part of what Russia considers to be
its "living space” in Central Europe and the Middle East (Syria). From this alliance with the
Kremlin, Trump also expects collaboration in the holy war against Islamism, which is his
other obsession. This plan obviously lacks coherence, because this holy war is intertwined
with the showdown in the Middle East between the US-backed Saudi-Israeli axis on the one
hand and the Russian-backed Iran-Syria-Hezbollah axis on the other. Nevertheless, the
statements about NATO's "obsolescence" and in favor of Brexit are less absurd than they
seem, and only the naive can believe that the phone call to the leader of Taiwan, at the
beginning of his mandate, was a gaffe due to inexperience.

Trump has been forced to backtrack on his pro-Russian line. The Mueller investigation into
Kremlin interference fueled renewed distrust in Congress, which has sought to counter the
White House's Russophilia by imposing on the President new sanctions against Moscow.
This parliamentary rebuff has cooled relations between Viadimir and his friend Donald, and
the latter is probably angry at having to admit that he has less grip than the former. It seems
likely, however, that Trump has not given up on his plans. His modus operandi in politics is,
in fact, like the one he implemented throughout his commercial career: at first, charge
straight ahead, then discreetly negotiate an agreement according to the balance of power
while waiting to return to the charge later when conditions are more favorable. But will it be
possible? The international scene is very fluid, time is passing, and Maoscow is turning more
and more to China: Rosneft will supply 61 million tons of oil to Beijing over the next five
years.?%’

The world according to Trump presents several levels of danger, superimposed and
combined. Donald Trump's personal danger stems from his moody, impulsive, and violent
character. His nationalist, racist, macho, despotic, productivist, and fascistic project defines
his social and political danger to the exploited and oppressed, women and Blacks in
particular, as well as his ecological menace. His military danger obviously stems from the
fact that the President is the military leader of an over-armed dominant nation threatened
with losing its dominant position. This nation has already gone to war by "executive order" (in
Kosovo under Clinton in 1999), and the generals did not need to wait for Trump to adopt a
line of preventive war. The fact that Washington's would-be dictator seems to have a better
chance of losing his economic standoff with China than the other way around (his decision to
cut budgets for artificial intelligence research, for example, being the antithesis of what US
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capitalism should do to remain a leader in new technologies 28) does not reduce this military
danger. On the contrary, it increases it.

These three levels of danger combined are multiplied by the crisis of hegemony, in other
words the absence of any power — or any stable relationship between powers — capable of
establishing rules, of drawing lines not to be crossed between imperialist forces or "opposing
camps." During the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, the world was on the brink of nuclear war.
Learning from the crisis, Moscow and Washington established a direct hotline between the
Kremlin and the White House: the "red phone." There is nothing similar today between
China, Russia, and the United States.

From the standpoint of the risk of war, we should not let the Trump tree hide the imperialist
forest. According to New Scientist, under Obama, the United States made a major departure
from the Nuclear Arms Control Treaty: By updating certain classes of weapons, it made them
more efficient so that the same number of weapons could be used to attack more targets,
effectively increasing the arsenal rather than reducing it.2®® Fundamentally, the world
situation is reminiscent of the early years of the 20th century, when the decline of the United
Kingdom and the rise of Germany led to World War |, and this to World War I1.

"The replacement of one dominant power by another can only take place after the end of a
protracted inter-imperialist struggle for world hegemony," noted Ernest Mandel in a highly
relevant book.?’° He added that this struggle "does not necessarily have to lead to world
wars as in 1914 and 1939" because "the increase in the weight of arms production and
exports ... can be partially 'absorbed' by 'local' wars." This text was written before the
meteoric rise of the Chinese economy. The question that arises today is whether the conflict
between two giants such as the United States and China can continue to be "absorbed" in
this way.

In the meantime, one thing is certain: the accumulation of rivalries is creating before our eyes
a situation where all it would take is a spark to set off the powder keg. In the Taiwan Strait, in
the South China Sea, or in Korea. Regarding the latter, a report by the US Congressional
Research Service estimates that the probability of a war in the very short term is 40 to 50%.
The death toll on the first day of strikes has already been communicated to the public:
300,000 Koreans will die in the event of a conventional intervention, a million if the
intervention is nuclear.-"* One shudders to think that this carnage (which does not include
the effects of a possible Chinese reaction) could be triggered by Trump's desire to escape
justice or restore his ego. Under capitalism, however, an individual can play such a role in
history when he has power and the general context is favorable to his course of action.
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The climatic multiplication of perils

In this situation, the climate issue occupies a specific place, of which two words must be
said. In a recent essay, Bruno Latour advances the hypothesis that the denial of
"anthropogenic" warming stems from a cynical and monstrous strategy of super-rich fractions
who have abandoned the idea of a common world.?’2 In the same vein, Naomi Klein evokes
a "secessionist strategy" of the rich: They lock themselves in fortresses and bet on their own
survival, waiting for various disasters to "bring the world's population back to a level
corresponding to the carrying capacity” of the planet (according to the expression used in a
2003 Pentagon report 2%). There is indeed some Malthus in Trump, even if the second
probably knows nothing about the first. The project to build floating islands constituted as
independent nations for wealthy libertarians, originally supported by Trumpist billionaire Peter
Thiel (co-founder of PayPal), is a manifestation of this "secessionist" trend.?”* But we cannot
conclude from this hypothesis that "the organization of climate denial is the only coherent
policy of the Trump administration [and that] everything else is completely chaotic," as Latour
argues.?’® On the contrary, we must conclude that climate denial is perfectly consistent with
the chaotic politics of the White House.

In a moment of lucidity, Nicholas Stern wrote that climate change is "the biggest market
failure the world has seen." 2’® This self-critical admission was quickly buried: too explosive.
The capitalists, their ideologues, and their political representatives are literally unable to
understand that the overall irrationality of capital arises from the partial rationality of capitals.
Their class position prevents them from doing so. To admit that the climate catastrophe is the
product of the "market economy" would imply admitting that the chaotic rationality of capital
is a false rationality, an inhuman aberration dragging humanity towards an abyss of
destruction, a mystification to be disposed of urgently. They want to avoid this conclusion at
all costs.

Latour sees in Trump's climate denialism the symptom of the turn of some of the "elites”
towards a logic of “soil free” development, a decisive break with Nature. This logic is indeed
present, but it does not constitute a turning point: it is inscribed in the laws of development of
capitalism. This system, from the beginning, drives past the environmental imbalances
resulting from its dynamic of value accumulation. Its overall irrationality was manifested long
ago in the early 19th century in the tendency for soil depletion due to "breaking of the nutrient
cycle" (the fact that, as a result of urbanization, human excrement did not return to the field).
Climate change is only the height of this irrationality. There is indeed no madness more
complete than this: a society of high scientificity, and which has the means to act, knows with

272 Bruno Latour, Ou atterrir?: comment s'orienter en politique, La Découverte editions, 2017

273 Peter Schwartz & Doug Randall, An Abrupt Climate Change Scenario and its Implications for
United States National Security, Oct 2003. https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/citations/ADA469325

274 hitp://bfmbusiness.bfmtv.com/monde/le-createur-de-paypalconstruit-une-ile-ou-les-riches-seraient-
debarrasses-des-politiciens-1302300.html

275 Anne Laffeter, interview with Bruno Latour, “La seule politique cohérente du gouvernement Trump
est l'organisation du déni climatique,” Les Inrockuptibles, Oct 15, 2017.

276 Stern Review, The Economics of Climate Change, 2006.

98


http://bfmbusiness.bfmtv.com/monde/le-createur-de-paypalconstruit-une-ile-ou-les-riches-seraient-debarrasses-des-politiciens-1302300.html
http://bfmbusiness.bfmtv.com/monde/le-createur-de-paypalconstruit-une-ile-ou-les-riches-seraient-debarrasses-des-politiciens-1302300.html

near certainty that its dynamic of accumulation threatens the destruction of hundreds of
millions of people and countless natural resources, but basically does nothing other than
declarations of intent, hoping that "technology" will save it. After 30 years of this tragic
pantomime, we have reached the point well described by Naomi Klein where the urgency is
such that it has become impossible to ward off the danger without leaving the logic of
capitalist accumulation.?’” This observation being unbearable for the reactionaries, they
simply choose to deny its basis. This is not "skepticism" but denialism. To dare to face the
world with such a criminal choice, it took a brilliant and megalomaniac imbecile, a pure
incarnation of the hubris of capital, a man-brand whose brain is not used to think about the
dialectic of past and future but to count his winnings at the end of the day, a creature even
more devoid of humanity than Shakespeare's Shylock. Trump is that creature.

The US ecologist Jeremy Legget thinks that the President's capacity to cause harm on the
climate issue is limited because the capitalist energy transition is irreversible.?’® This is taking
wishes for reality. The transition is undoubtedly irreversible. Renewables are now cheaper
overall than fossil fuels as a source of electricity and the fall in the prices of the former will
condemn the latter in the decades to come. But this capitalist transition will not prevent
catastrophe because it respects neither the constraints in terms of emission reductions nor
the deadlines for this reduction.?’® Moreover, as Legget himself admits, Trump's international
policy could, by a headlong rush into war, create a de facto situation in which even a leading
capitalist who understands the mortal challenge of climate change, such as Mark Carney,
would be forced, whether he likes it or not, to relegate the fight against global warming to the
tenth rank of priorities.?®° Given that we are on the razor's edge, the result would be terrible
and more than likely largely irreversible on the human scale of time. From this point of view,
Trump's potential for barbarism exceeds anything that capitalism has shown itself capable of
in the past, even under the Nazis.

As Francois Chesnais writes: "Capitalism’s encounter with limits that it cannot cross in no
way signifies the end of the political and social domination of the bourgeoisie, still less its
death, but it opens up the perspective that it will drag humanity into barbarism." 28! The
savage, nihilistic, and sadistic ideology of Trumpism indicates that a part of the ruling class
coldly accepts this perspective.

Every cloud has a silver lining...

A well-known English expression states that “every cloud has a silver lining.” The
powerlessness of global neoliberal governance in the face of systemic irrationality and
growing national rivalries is not only expressed on the right in Trumpism. In the United

277 Naomi Klein, This Changes Everything. Capitalism vs. the Climate, Knopf, 2014

278 Jeremy Legget, State of The Transition, December 2016, http://www.jeremyleggett.net

275 On the possible impact of Trump's climate-denying measures, see Daniel Tanuro, Let's Stop Trump
from Committing a Climate Crime Against Humanity and the Environment!, europe.solidaire.org

280 Governor of the Bank of England Mark Carney is one of the distinguished functionaries of
capitalism who has understood the danger that climate change poses to the system. He played an
important role in the consideration of the climate issue by the G20 and the Financial Stability Board.

281 Francois Chesnais, op. cit.
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States, it is also expressed on the left in the strong radicalization made visible by the Occupy
movement, the campaign for the $15 minimum wage, the mobilizations of LGBTQI people,
ecological struggles, and the Black Lives Matter movement. Despite its ambiguity with
respect to anti-racist and feminist demands, Bernie Sanders' campaign for the Democratic
nomination has given a political extension to radicalization. Trump's election has dramatically
reinforced a process of polarization in society. Millions of people reacted immediately with
massive, largely spontaneous mobilizations, and the Democratic Socialists of America are
politically capitalizing on radicalization on the left.

A year later, unfortunately, the struggles seem to be fading in favor of hopes placed in an
impeachment procedure that would solve nothing and/or result in a return of the Democrats
to power. However, there is nothing to expect from Democratic politicians. They embody a
neoliberal policy that is running out of steam and is becoming itself more and more
authoritarian. The only realistic strategy is to develop all mobilizations against all oppressions
without borders and to make them converge around an anti-capitalist alternative. This is the
lesson of the Bernie Sanders' campaign in the Democratic primary: only by opposing an
ecosocialist rationality — the rationality of the satisfaction of real human needs,
democratically determined with respect for the environment — to the false partial rationality
of capital will it be possible to awaken those on the sidelines and block Trump at the ballot
box and in the streets, in the United States and around the world, because the showdown
underway in the United States is of global scope. If Trumpism is defeated, or if it has to "get
out" under pressure from the street, this victory will encourage the people's counter-offensive
everywhere. If he were to win, however, we would have to start seriously fearing the risk of a
third world war.
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By way of conclusion: Resistance and alternative

"Change is impossible on the terrain of the bourgeoisie, or, one might say, in the
abyss which has opened up and into which it has settled, and any change would be
impossible there even if it were desired, but it is not. For the bourgeoisie has rather
an interest in attracting any other interest opposed to its own into its own failure; and
to drain the new life, it makes its own agony an apparently fundamental, apparently
ontological state.”

(Ernst Bloch, The Principle of Hope)

The neoliberal turn of the world began in blood in Chile on September 11, 1973. After
overthrowing leftist President Salvador Allende and crushing the resistance of unarmed
workers (the government had refused to give them the means to defend Poder Popular),
Augusto Pinochet, the treacherous general, called on Milton Friedman's “Chicago Boys.”
They were quick to help the new regime complement its politico-military terrorism with socio-
economic terrorism in favor of the instigators of the putsch, the wealthy and the
multinationals. A personal friend of the Chilean dictator, Margaret Thatcher, took power a few
years later in Great Britain to "democratically” implement an economic program inspired by
the same principles: deregulation, privatization, financialization, budgetary austerity, two-tier
taxation, labor flexibility, wage compression, dismantling of social achievements. A year later
in 1981, her accomplice Ronald Reagan won the presidency of what was still, at the time and
without question, the most formidable economic power on the planet. World capitalism then
shifted into the neoliberal regime of accumulation. A monstrously iniquitous regime, since its
economic realisation depends not only on growing debt but also on the luxury consumption
of an ultra-privileged minority whose enrichment is increasing at a rate unprecedented in
history, a minority who are the main actors of ecological destruction of which the poor are the
main victims.

Donald Trump is taking us into a new cycle of this race to the abyss. The aberrant side of his
politics is not explained best by the madness of the individual but by that of neoliberalism.
Indeed, we can only rationally apprehend what is happening around the 45™ president of the
United States by grasping the mechanism by which capital corrupts reason. Marx's
contribution is essential here. In a society where production for the market is generalized,
"money seems to give value to commodities, whereas it is because it is a commodity that
money has value."

Everything is there: capital stands social relations on their heads and makes them relations
between things, thus erasing the traces of exploitation. Therefore, the financial form of capital
is the one that most perfectly obscures the reality of humanity's relations with itself, and
therefore also with nature of which it is a part. Industry, in fact, still allows us to glimpse how
capital monopolizes the wealth produced by nature and labor, destroying both by competition
for profit. Finance, on the other hand, because it makes work and nature invisible, pushes to
perfection the illusion that money produces wealth of itself "as naturally as a pear tree
produces pears." A child understands that a sum of X amount of money does not grow on its
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own to give X+Y money, that nature and human work (itself ultimately a natural resource) are
the only two sources of all wealth, but finance hides this evidence from liberal economists as
surely as the illusionist hides from the public the rabbit he pulls out of his hat. It goes even
further in conjuring: by its magic, the true sources of wealth appear as "burdens" weighing on
the production of wealth by capital.

Whether they call themselves "left" or "right," ill-considered policies carried out over the past
forty years stem from this vision (call it "hallucination™): ruthless cuts in "social benefits" on
the one hand, refusal to take urgent ecological measures because these would increase the
"environmental burdens" of businesses on the other hand. That capitalist profits have
exploded under these conditions is not surprising. But nothing has been resolved. Societies
continue to sink into the rut of social and environmental destruction known as "the crisis,"
and those responsible remain powerless to stop the disaster. Observing reality through the
lens of the system, they can see no way out other than more neoliberalism, more market,
less "rigidity," less "burden."”

Trump and those who support or use him while competing with him for control of the liberal-
nationalist far right draw the most extreme, the most fundamentalist, the most radical
conclusions from this insane logic of neoliberalism. Their total lack of democratic scruples,
their practice of mass manipulation, their culture of lies, their racism, their sexism, their
Islamophobia, their anti-Semitism and, above all, their criminal denial of the climate threat,
starkly illuminate the savage, dogmatic, and fanatical side of their project. This
fundamentalist fanaticism has a whiff of the ancien régime. It certainly remains a minority at
among the bourgeoisies of the planet, and we can be reassured by noting that Trumpism has
not (yet?) caused a domino effect in France, the Netherlands, Germany, nor has any capital
followed Washington in denouncing the Paris climate agreement. But, on the one hand, the
Paris agreement solves nothing, so that climate change is really the archetype of this
"defeat" where the bourgeoisie wants to "attract any other interest opposed to its own," to
"drain the new life" if necessary, as Ernst Bloch describers. On the other hand, there is
Brexit, Mitteleuropa is becoming "Trumpized," the "Jupiterian” presidency of Emmanuel
Macron is hardening the strong Gaullist state (which could one day fall into the hands of the
Front National), Rajoy shows that Franco is not quite dead, a security and racist liberal-
nationalist right participates in the Belgian government, and the European proto-state — a
despotic construction that did not wait for Trump to embrace ultra-liberalism — already has,
thanks to the Mediterranean and the tyrant Erdogan, a horribly effective anti-migration wall.
Beyond the old continent, Washington's new course favors the consolidation of the Russian
and Chinese authoritarian oligarchic regimes, pushes the Zionist extreme right to try to crush
the Palestinian people, and encourages dictators of all stripes to strengthen their dictatorship
— both in the public and private spheres.

The risk of seeing the Trumpist reaction contaminate the world — directly or indirectly, and in
different, even rival, forms, depending on the country — is therefore not a chimera, on the
contrary. Rather, the reality is that the processes of authoritarian radicalization of the absurd
neoliberal policies of war of all against all are at work everywhere, if they are not already fully
developed.

The exploited and oppressed around the world are once again faced with the need to fight
with their backs against the wall. For themselves, for their children, for the planet, for the right
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of all to live well in peace, cooperation and intelligent respect for ecosystems. Only the
unconscious could deny that the conditions of this struggle are frighteningly difficult. We need
an alternative society, an alternative civilization, but there is no longer a model, no so-called
"homeland of socialism,” no more rear base. We need powerful anti-capitalist organizations,
but those that do exist are in the minority, often hidden, and social democracy — with the
exception of Corbyn — has bowed to neoliberalism. The vocabulary itself suffers from the
diversion of meaning that reaction has imposed on the words by which revolt arises and is
defined: An insurrection is the act of rebelling against the unacceptable; a revolution is what
brings down what is above and brings up what is below. Everything, or nearly everything,
must be reconquered, reinvented. The task is immense. But there is no choice but to get on
with it. Therefore, let us take advantage of the clean slate to clarify our strategic conceptions
in anticipation of the hard battles that lie ahead of us. Trumpism forces us to do so — on four
axes in particular.

First, it forces us to see clearly about the enemy: It is capitalism that is at stake, and not just
finance or a particular sector of capital. Trump's personal experience with the banking sector
(see Chapter 1) illustrates very clearly the words of the Marxist economist Michel Husson:
"Finance is 'the tree that hides the forest.’ It is not an obstacle to a 'normal’ functioning of
capital, but the instrument of its return to a 'pure’ functioning, freed from a whole series of
rules and constraints which had been imposed on this system over the decades.” 282 The
struggle to be waged does not therefore involve an alliance with "good" industrial capitalism
against bad financial capitalism. Nor does it pass, as we have shown, through a "popular
front" with "good" progressive green capitalism against "bad" reactionary fossil capitalism.
We are engaged in a global showdown against the rule of capital as such. This does not
exclude partial reforms, of course, but each reform must move us towards the goal: the
overthrow of this system.

Second, Trumpism forces us to see clearly about ourselves: there is no demiurge of anti-
capitalism and consequently no social group whose struggles and demands would have pre-
eminence over the others. All struggles against all oppressions are equally important. All of
them refer to anti-capitalism for the simple reason that capitalism did not arise from nothing:
it pushed on the ground of pre-existing dominations — patriarchy, slavery, serfdom — which
it incorporated and gave a specific form. Rather than relegating the so-called "secondary"
guestions (who decides what is "secondary"?) to hypothetical "brighter tomorrows," it is on
the contrary a question of building the convergence of struggles and demands for
emancipation without leaving anyone by the wayside. This requires an "intersectional"
strategy to identify and overcome the many obstacles sown in the ranks of the exploited by
sexism, racism, productivism, homophobia, anti-Semitism, Islamophobia, and other
prejudices that always play into the hands of reaction.

Third, Trumpism reminds us that internationalism is not an extra spirit, but an essential
dimension of the struggle, a touchstone of anti-capitalism. It is not just a matter of being in
solidarity with the emancipatory struggles led by others in other countries. It is also and

282 Michel Husson, Finance, hyper-concurrence et reproduction du capital, in La finance capitaliste,
Séminaire d'Etudes Marxistes (Suzanne de Brunhoff, Frangois Chesnais, Gérard Duménil, Michel
Husson and Dominique Lévy), Presses Universitaires de France, 2006.
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above all a question of rebelling here and now against the criminalization of immigrants and
calls to hatred — against the walls, the hunts, the roundups, the camps, and the evictions
that normalize the horror and fuel its escalation. Our fight against reaction cannot tiptoe
around the xenophobia (let alone make explicit concessions to it) to court "populist” votes. It
must be based on the intransigent defense of freedom of movement and settlement. This is
the only possible basis for a convergence of the struggles and knowledge of all victims
against all barbarities. At a time when global capitalism increasingly resembles the Titanic,
any other conception amounts to considering that the poor should be locked up in the
corridors of third class. To admit bias on this question is to slip into "the abyss where the
bourgeoisie has settled" and where "any change becomes impossible,” in the words of Bloch.

Fourth, Trumpism should urgently open the eyes of those who have not yet understood that
the ecological challenge (climate in particular) is at the center of the anti-capitalist alternative
to be built. All social struggles are linked to the fight against the capitalist destruction of the
environment and depend on the success of this fight. And vice versa. Talking about
democracy, employment, emancipation, civilization, etc. will make no sense if the sea level
rises by one meter and the temperature by three degrees Celsius or more, which is
unfortunately the direction taken today. Despair is not appropriate; it plays into the hands of
the adversary: there is still time to limit the catastrophe and even to partially reverse it.
Biodiversity can be restored and the climate can be repaired to some extent. But for this to
happen, the alternative must be built through the convergence of struggles to satisfy social
demands while respecting ecological imperatives. The alternative will be ecosocialist or it will
not be at all, and it will only really exist to the extent that its articulations have been
produced, debated, and appropriated by the protagonists at the intersections of their
struggles.

On January 20, 2017, a far-right entrepreneur took the helm of the most powerful capitalist
nation on a planet almost entirely dominated by commodity production, where competition for
profit is intensifying day by day. A few days later, his entry into office coincided with the
hundredth anniversary of the start of the Russian Revolution. There is no better way to
symbolize the fact that humanity has irreversibly entered a new historical era. The cycle of
consciousness and organization opened by October 1917 — "the short twentieth century,” in
the words of the British historian Eric Hobsbawm — is not only over: A heavy door has
closed, and the key has disappeared. The most ambitious, radical, and successful anti-
capitalist attempt ever undertaken has entered history. The lessons of its successes, its
mistakes, its degeneration, and the crimes committed in its name are incalculably precious,
but no longer inspire the real movement. Now, revolution and insurrection can only spring
from the real movement.

"Communism is for us neither a state that must be created, nor an ideal on which reality must
be regulated. We call communism the real movement that abolishes the present state.” In
many ways, we find ourselves as we were in the 19th century when these lines were written
by two indignant young friends, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels.?® We find ourselves bare-
handed in the face of capital and its formidable power. To confront it in the new threatening
cycle opened by Trump, we have only numbers, solidarity, and enlightened hope — hope

283 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology, Marxist Internet Archive.
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that fights fear with the reasoned certainty that another world is possible. It is with these
forces that our fathers and mothers, and their fathers and mothers, fought and snatched what
we still enjoy in part. It is with these forces that millions of our brothers and sisters in the
world are fighting to wrest, and are gradually wresting, democratic rights, social rights, and
organizational rights. They are elementary forces, but, if we want, they will be invincible. As
another indignant young man of the 19th century, the poet Shelley, said at the dawn of
capitalism: "We are many, they are few." 284

284 “Rise like lions after slumber / In unvanquishable number! / Shake your chains to earth, like dew /
Which in sleep had fallen on you: / Ye are many -- they are few." Magnificent verses by Percy
Shelley, written in denunciation of the repression of a demonstration against poverty in Manchester, in
1819.
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