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    I. Introduction

    

    “I will die for him,” cried an onlooker as Donald Trump’s motorcade passed by. The ardent fan went on to declare, “God bless our President. . .I will die for him happily. . . Anybody want to mess with him, you mess with me first He is a hero, that man” (Kruta, 2020).

    

    His was not an isolated voice. In the 2020 election, Trump garnered over 74 million votes, and his Twitter account had some 88 million followers. A fraction of those admirers accounted themselves Trump diehards, and - like the gentleman cited above - would pledge the ultimate sacrifice on their leader’s behalf.

    

    Yet, in surveys of historians and political scientists, Donald Trump is consistently ranked as the worst, or almost the worst president in American history (Cilizza, 2020). He places 45th out of 45. By contrast, George Bush, author of the ill-fated invasion of Iraq, ranks 30th worst, and Richard Nixon, instigator of Watergate - and the only president to resign the office in disgrace - ranks 33rd (Prestwood, 2019).

    

    That Trump has behaved like a narcissistic psychopath is not a mystery. The real conundrum is the devotion, the love, and the worshipful awe that so many people had for him. That’s what this book is about. It’s not about him. It’s about his fans.

    

    This mystery is all the more confounding when you realize the profound damage that Trump wreaked during his four short years in office. Consider the following offenses, ranked in order from “a” to “z.”

    

    a. Instigating an Insurrection. On January 13th, 2021, the House of Representatives formally impeached the President for the second time. This made Donald Trump not only the third president in America’s 250 year history to be so charged, but the first and only president to be impeached twice. What did he do to deserve this?

    

    As S.V. Date of Huffington Post puts it, “The president of the United States tried to stage a coup to remain in power” (2021).

    

    On January 6, 2021, both houses of Congress met to perform their Constitutional duty to formally count the 2020 Electoral College votes for President and Vice President, submitted by the states. Trump had lost the election by an overwhelming margin, gaining only 232 electoral votes versus 306 for Joe Biden.

    

    Desperate to cling to office, and prevent Biden from succeeding him, Trump allegedly* instigated a violent insurrection against his own government. For weeks he had been claiming that the election was “rigged,” that the result was a “fraud,” and that in fact, he had really won in a “landslide.”

    

    An astounding 70% of Republicans who voted for him believed it (Ong, 2020). They believed it, despite the fact that 60 court cases and 80 judges had ruled against him. They believed it, even though the Supreme Court, with three justices whom Trump himself had appointed, ruled unanimously against him. They believed it, even though Trump’s own Cyber Security chief and his own Attorney General disagreed. There simply was no evidence for widespread fraud. But Trump’s people believed it.

    

    Having failed to overturn the election results in the courts, and having failed to bribe, bully, and threaten state officials to help him out, Trump’s last desperate hope was to prevent Congress from performing their Constitutional duty of formally counting the Electoral College votes.

    

    So, he whipped his people into a frenzy. In a barrage of “tweets” issued after the November 3rd election, day after day, Trump denounced the “outrage” of his loss and the purported conspiracy by his opponents to “steal” the election, and take America away from them.

    

    Days before January 6, Trump sent out a call via Twitter for his followers across the country to show up in Washington for a rally. The purpose of the rally was to protest Congress voting on Biden electors. Trump ended the tweet with the words, “It will be wild!”

    

    On the appointed day, thousands answered the call. They showed up at the “Save America” rally on the National Mall, where Trump charged his supporters to “fight like hell” or else “you’re not going to have a country anymore” (Kuznia & Devine, 2021).

    

    Trump insisted he had really won the election by an “overwhelming” margin; he warned them Congress was about to “steal the election,” and take away their country from them. He said he would lead them on a march up Pennsylvania Avenue to the Capitol. And he exhorted, “You’ll never take back your country with weakness. . . You have to show strength and be strong” (Kuznia & Devine, 2021).

    

    If there were any doubt what he meant, his fiery speech was preceded by others, making the point more explicit. Rudy Giuliani, Trump’s lawyer and the former mayor of New York City, called for a “trial by combat” to keep Trump in power. Representative Moe Brooks, bellowed that it was time to start, “taking down names and kicking ass” (Kuznia & Devine, 2021).

    

    So, they did it. Tens of thousands strong, bearing American flags, Confederate flags, and Trump banners, the angry crowd marched up to the Capitol. They massed onto the Capitol grounds. But they didn’t stop there. A violent contingent stormed up the stairs, overwhelmed the Capitol police, smashed windows, broke down doors, and streamed into the halls of Congress.

    

    The mob poured into the Rotunda, some seeking Democratic Speaker of the House, Nancy Pelosi, demanding “Where is that fucking cunt?” Others clambered for Vice President Mike Pence because they wanted to string him up. They chanted, “Hang Mike Pence. Hang Mike Pence,” a demand made all the more credible by a gallows and rope erected outside the building.

    

    They broke into the Senate chambers, where only minutes before, the Senators had been ushered away by the Capitol Police, and quietly led to a hidden location. Once inside, the rioters ransacked the room. One of them climbed the dais, and from there proclaimed, “Donald Trump is Emperor of the United States!”

    

    Hours later, reinforcements arrived from the Metro D.C. police and the National Guard. They were able to clear out the building, and disperse the crowd. At 8:00 PM, the legislators returned from their hiding places, and finished counting Electoral College votes, affirming Joe Biden’s win.

    

    Altogether seven people died, including one police officer who was bludgeoned with a fire extinguisher. Another 140 officers were wounded. People recall the rioters shouting, “Kill him with his own gun,” after beating one policeman to the ground. Others brayed, “Death is the only solution” (Nickeas, 2021).

    

    Meanwhile, at the White House, Donald Trump watched on TV the havoc that he had unleashed. And he was said to be “delighted.” In fact, he chided, "These are the things and events that happened when a sacred landslide election victory is so unceremoniously and viciously stripped away from great patriots" (Kilander, 2021).

    

    In the aftermath of the debacle, Americans throughout the country were polled about their reactions to what happened. Typical of their response is the following from Pam B., from Effort, Pennsylvania -

    

    "The saddest and most upsetting day regarding our country, in my lifetime. Our democracy was at stake, and the sitting president supported all of this. I was angry, afraid, but mostly angry. That nobody reined this President in months/years prior to this says a lot about the Republicans' inability to be objective. And yesterday was the icing on the cake. How many lives must be threatened before Trump is stopped? I live in a great amount of fear now ... as the emotions of the people rioting will, no doubt, trickle down to residents in my community" (Mahtani, 2021).

    

    For the second time, President Donald Trump was impeached, this time for instigating an insurrection against the government of the United States. As Republican Congresswoman Liz Cheney put it, ‘He summoned the mob, he assembled the mob, and he lit the match that led to that confrontation. None of this would've happened without Donald Trump” (Feldman, 2021). Trump strove to wipe aside the results of a democratic election, overturn the Constitution, and install himself as Dictator.

    

    [Note*: The House voted to impeach, but the Senate voted to acquit. The Constitution requires a two-thirds vote of Senators to render a guilty verdict. But the actual Senate vote to convict was 57 to 43, 10 votes short of two-thirds. Nevertheless, a wide and bi-partisan majority of senators did consider Trump guilty.]

    

    And that is just one of the many offenses he committed. The list continues, proceeding with item “b.”

    

    b. Indirectly Causing 560,000 Deaths. As of 4/07/21, over half a million Americans have died from Corona Virus (COVID-19). In addition, another 30 million have been infected, many suffering devastating consequences. The number of Americans who died from COVID exceeded those who died in World War I, World War II and Vietnam combined. So, why was Trump responsible?

    

    As the virus was expanding, Trump looked the other way. Leading scientists and physicians affirmed that masks prevented transmission. Yet, Trump not only refused to wear a mask himself, but he mocked those who did. He held political rallies with thousands of people who followed his lead, and went maskless. As a result, mask-wearing went from a medical issue to a political cause. If you were pro-Trump, you didn’t wear one.

    

    He also eschewed and even mocked social distancing. Trump craved the adulation of big crowds. So, the maskless thousands who attended his rallies were tightly packed together. Also, in White House press conferences, chairs which had been placed six feet apart, were rearranged, at Trump’s bidding, right next to each other. Thus, like mask-wearing, social distancing became a political emblem.

    

    In addition, Trump downplayed the severity of the virus, calling it just like the flu. He peddled quack cures like Hydroxychloroquine, or even injecting yourself with bleach. He, at first, refused to invoke the Defense Production Act, to ramp up the production of protective gear. He refused to coordinate nation-wide purchase of equipment, leaving it up to the separate states to outbid each other for the necessary materials.

    

    Trump even put in charge of the government’s response to COVID Scott Atlas, an individual with no expertise in virology. Incredibly, Atlas’s pet solution was to have many people as possible come down with the virus; an approach he called “herd immunity.”

    

    It is estimated that hundreds of thousands of lives might have been saved, if only Trump had acted differently. Instead, America with about 4.25% of the world’s population, had over 25% of world-wide Covid-19 deaths.

    

    c. Separating Families into concentration camps. According to the ACLU (Kassie, 2021), a total of 5,500 children, many younger than 5 years old, were separated from their parents under Trump’s draconian immigration policy. This resulted from the President’s “Zero Tolerance” directive.

    

    As of October, 2020, the parents of 545 kids still could not be located. In addition, a total of 52,500 immigrants were detained in nationwide network of 200 concentration camps, where conditions are overcrowded and filthy. Some were kept locked up, without trial, for periods ranging from weeks to years.

    

    The conditions within those camps have been described as deplorable. People are packed together, sleeping on floors, children changing other children’s diapers, and with little access to hygiene and medical care.

    

    d. Attempting to Repatriate the Dreamers. As part of Trump’s cruel war on immigrants, he has attempted to send the 700,000 so-called “Dreamers” back to their native lands. These are children who came to America with parents who entered the country illegally. But the children themselves grew up as Americans, and many of them became successful students, job-holders, and members of their community. If Trump were to succeed, these young adults would be deported to foreign countries they have never known.

    

    e. Obstructing Justice. According to the Mueller Report, issued in March of 2019, Trump may have been guilty of as many as ten instances of obstruction of justice. The only reason they didn’t charge Trump with these crimes is because of government policy against indicting sitting presidents. Instances of obstruction under Trump include: pressuring FBI Director James Comey to drop an investigation into General Michael Flynn, the national security advisor; firing Comey when he refused to comply; pressuring Attorney General Jeff Sessions to undo his recusal from the investigation; and attempting to fire Mueller.

    

    Pointedly, the Report concluded, “If we had confidence after a thorough investigation of the facts that the President clearly did not commit obstruction of justice, we would so state” (2019). 

    

    f. Attempting to Subvert the 2020 Election. Trump was impeached the first time because he tried to extort the newly elected President of Ukraine into falsely charging Joe Biden and his son Hunter Biden with corruption. That was Trump’s first attempt to rig the upcoming presidential election. Then, as the election approached, Trump proclaimed the only way Biden could win would be by “fraud.” He further appointed one of his erstwhile campaign managers to head the postal service. That individual - Louis DeJoy - proceeded to extract automated mail sorters from local post offices, and remove mail boxes from local - mainly Black - neighborhoods. This was done with the knowledge that Democrats tended to vote by mail much mores than Republicans.

    

    When that tactic didn’t work, and the November 3rd vote went overwhelmingly for Biden, Trump got more desperate. He dispatched lawyers throughout the country to reverse the results in court. But 60 courts and 80 judges ruled against him. Again and again, they declared there was no evidence of widespread fraud. Even the Supreme Court, with three of nine Justices appointed by Trump, refused to hear his case.

    

    So, having lost the vote, and having lost in court, Trump then resorted to bribery and extortion. He personally invited legislators from Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania to come visit him in Washington, where he tried to persuade them to use their respective legislatures to overturn the popular votes in their states. They refused. Notably, Trump placed a call to Brad Raffensperger, the Secretary of State in Georgia. Trump threatened the man with a lawsuit, unless the local official could “find” just enough votes to make Trump winner of the Georgia vote. Raffensperger refused.

    

    Trump’s last shot was to subvert the counting of state electoral votes in Congress on January 6th. Vice President Mike Pence would preside over the ceremony. Trump urged his VP to refuse to acknowledge the Biden votes, railing at Pence, are you a “patriot” or a “pussy”? Still, Pence refused.

    

    So the ultimate, last ditch attempt to overturn the vote of the American people was the violent insurrection that a desperate and deluded Donald Trump engineered on January 6.

    

    g. Fostering Rampant Corruption. Donald Trump came into office pledging to “drain the swamp.” Instead, he personified the swamp. He personally enriched himself by pressuring diplomats and lobbyists to stay at his Washington hotel; he sent military flights to and from Europe to refuel at a remote airfield in Scotland, so that they would have to overnight at a nearby Trump resort; his daughter Ivanka received special consideration from China in obtaining trademarks for her business brands.

    

    Aside from Trump himself, people whom Trump chose for his Cabinet were shameless in their corruption (Blumenthal, 2021) . Elaine Chao, Transportation Secretary, channeled a pipeline of government funds to Kentucky to boost her husband, Mitch McConnell running for reelection. Five other Cabinet Secretaries had to resign under a cloud of self-dealing, at taxpayer expense. These include: Health and Human Services Secretary Tom Price, EPA Administrator Scott Pruitt, Veterans Affairs Secretary David Shulkin, Interior Secretary Ryan Zinke and Labor Secretary Alex Acosta.  Scott Pruitt, for example, was pushed out of the administration in July 2018 after 18 separate investigations were opened into his corruption and waste of government resources. There was the bargain basement townhouse room rental he received from a lobbyist connected to the oil and gas industry. He also spent excessively on first-class air travel, wasted money on luxury hotels and fancy restaurants, sought his own private jet and pressured aides to find his wife a lucrative job, among many other things.

    

    A Huffington Post article reported, “No other U.S. president has lost so many Cabinet members in his first term to ethics issues” (Blumenthal, 2019).

    

    h. Firing the Good and Promoting the Bad. At the beginning of his administration, Trump surrounded himself with criminals. Not only did he select the Cabinet members who ultimately had to resign in disgrace, but he personally launched a vendetta against the few individuals of integrity, whose only offense was telling uncomfortable truths, or refusing to commit illegal acts. This latter group includes - among many others - General James Mattis, former Secretary of Defense; General John Kelly, former Chief of Staff; James Comey, former Director of the FBI, Jim McCabe, former Deputy Director of the FBI; Lt. Colonel Alexander Vindeman, who testified at Trump’s first impeachment trial, and his twin brother Eugene Vindeman, whose only offense was being related to Alexander.

    

    Trump replaced Attorney General Jeff Sessions with William Barr after Sessions showed a degree of integrity by recusing himself from the Russia investigation. Barr, on the other hand, displayed a willingness to protect the president at all costs, and even to lie on Trump’s behalf.

    

    Most telling are the five Inspector Generals Trump fired, for daring to uncover wrong-doing in government. In all, Trump managed to oust 208 people from his administration.

    

    i. Politicizing the Justice Department. According to CNN (Cohen, 2021), “During his four years, Trump publicly urged the FBI to investigate more than two dozen of his perceived opponents, including several Democratic lawmakers, some of the prosecutors and FBI officials involved in the Russia investigation, Biden's son Hunter Biden, the tech company Google, and even the author of the infamous 2018 "anonymous" op-ed in The New York Times.” In his final days, Trump pressed his Attorney General Bill Barr to overturn Joe Biden’s victory by pleading election fraud before the Supreme Court. Barr refused and subsequently resigned. Trump then prevailed upon Barr’s replacement, Acting AG Jeffrey Rosen to invalidate the vote in Georgia. But Rosen also declined.

    

    j. Inciting Violence. “It will be wild,” Trump encouraged his followers in a tweet December 19th, 2020. Then, he addressed them in person the morning of the riot. “If you don’t fight like hell,” he admonished the thousands gathered to hear him, “we’re not going to have a country anymore.” He urged them to “march” on the Capitol in a show of “strength.” Hours later, as smoke rose from outside the shattered Capitol, Trump gloried in the chaos. “Remember this day forever!” he tweeted.

    

    Those he appointed to speak before him were even more pointed (Kuznia et al, 2021). Steve Bannon evoked the beaches of Normandy. "All hell is going to break loose tomorrow," Bannon chortled in his his podcast the "War Room.” Michael Flynn drew comparisons to Civil War battlefields and spoke of Americans who died for their country. Roger Stone called it a struggle "between the godly and the godless, between good and evil." Rudy Giuliani called for "trial by combat." Ali Alexander said it would be a "knife fight" (Black et al, 2021)

    

    Such pugnacious comments were not unusual for Trump. Ever since he started running in 2015, he had been exhorting his people to violence. For example: “If you see somebody getting ready to throw a tomato, knock the crap out of them, would you?” Trump said at a 2016 rally in Iowa. “Seriously, OK. Just knock the hell — I promise you I will pay for the legal fees, I promise” (Sinclair, 2017). 

    

    He knowingly spewed these incendiary encouragements to a crowd composed of White supremacist gang boys, for whom violence was a way of life.

    

    k. Inciting Racism. Trump’s presidency ran on the fuel of racism. It originated with “birtherism,” the lie that President Obama was illegitimate because he was really born in Kenya. This was how Trump initially attracted a following. He augmented this message by announcing he would build a wall on the Mexican border, because many of the immigrants who crossed that border were “murderers and rapists.” Once in office, he instituted a ban on people flying to the US from certain Muslim countries. Later, when Neo-Nazi gangs marched in Charlottesville carrying banners proclaiming “Jews will not replace us,” what was Trump’s response? “There were good people on both sides,” he affirmed.

    

    Then, on January 6, 2021, who answered Trump’s call to insurrection? The crowd who showed up was packed with violent, White supremacists. They included a smorgasbord of far-right extremist militias: QAnon, Proud Boys, Neo-Nazis, the Croyper Army, Oath Keepers, Three %ers, New Jersey European Heritage Association, the National Social Club, the Bougaloo Boys, the KKK.

    

    In addition to MAGA hats and “Trump” banners, many carried Confederate flags, or wore T-shirts emblazoned with “Auschwitz” insignia, or “6MWE,” meaning six million Jews, killed in Nazi concentration camps, were not enough. One policeman, present that day, recalls, "I'm a Black officer. There was a lot of racism that day. I was called racial slurs . . . .” And what was Trump’s response? “We love you,” he assured them in a tweet (Nickeas, 2021).

    

    l. Overseeing the Worst Economy Since the Great Depression of 1929. Trump is often praised by his followers for creating a booming economy. He did it in part by passing the “Tax Cuts and Jobs Act” of 2017, and by cutting regulations on business.

    

    What these admirers are overlooking, however, are three things (CBO, 2020) :

    

    1. That the recovery from the Great Recession of 2008, had already commenced under the former president, Barack Obama. Under Obama, unemployment was driven down from a high of 10% when he first took office, to a low of 4.7% by the end of his term. In other words, Trump cut unemployment by 1.2%. Obama cut it by 5.3%.

    

    2. That Trump’s tax cuts primarily favored the super rich. In 2018, The top 0.1% got a 2.5% tax cut, which left them to pay only 23% in taxes. The bottom half of all households, by contrast, paid 24.2%.

    

    3. That the bottom fell out of the economy in 2020, when the entire country was struck by COVID (Patton, 2020). On 30 July, 2020, it was reported that the U.S. 2nd quarter gross domestic product had plummeted by an annualized rate of 33%.

    

    To the extent that Trump was responsible for the skyrocketing COVID infections, he must also be blamed for the plunging economy COVID caused.

    

    m. Overseeing the Worst Unemployment Rate Since the Great Depression of 1929. Trump has also been credited with the lowest unemployment rate in 90 years. In December, 2019, It stood at 3.5%. But, as noted, unemployment had already been plunging under Obama. More critically, unemployment rose to 14.4% during COVID. The 10.6% unemployment of the Great Recession pales by comparison (CBO, 2020).

    

    Again, to the extent that Trump can be blamed for the explosive rise of the virus, he can equally be faulted for the loss of jobs the virus caused. In all, 25 million Americans filed for unemployment, and another 8 million simply dropped out of the labor force (CBO, 2020). These are numbers not seen since the Great Depression.

    

    n. Appeasing Putin. For some inscrutable reason, Trump has bent over backwards to appease the leader of the no.1 enemy of the United States. He has even been called “Putin’s Puppet.” Nancy Pelosi remarked that “All roads lead to Putin.”

    

    It started in the 2016 presidential election. According to U.S. Intelligence, Russia engineered a mass disinformation campaign favoring Trump over Clinton. Then, during the Republican convention, Trump’s people removed a passage in the party platform condemning Russia for invasion of the Ukraine.

    

    Once in office, Trump began withdrawing funding and support for NATO, the main bulwark against Russian aggression in Europe. And during a conference in Helsinki where the two leaders met, Trump publicly sided with Putin over the US intelligence community. Putin declared Russia did not meddle in the 2016 election, and Trump conceded, “I can’t think of any reason why they would.” Once back home, the two leaders continued consulting with each other over the phone. Trump forbid written transcriptions of those calls.

    

    Most despicable, perhaps, is the case of the bounties. According to reports, our intelligence uncovered a secret Russian offer to Taliban fighters in Afghanistan. Russia would pay the Taliban up to $100,000 for every American soldier they killed. On hearing about this offer, what did Trump do in response? What did he do to protect our soldiers? Nothing.

    

    Trump’s continued alignment with Russian interests could be viewed in light of his decade-long dependency on Russia for financial survival after numerous bankruptcies. "Russians make up a … disproportionate cross-section of … our assets," admitted Donald Trump Jr. And Eric Trump bragged, "We don't rely on American banks; we have all the funding we need out of Russia" (Firozi, 2017).

    

    In an article entitled “Russia has been cultivating Trump as an asset for 40 years, former KGB spy says,” ex-spy Yuri Shvets told the Guardian magazine that the KGB had identified Trump as a potential asset in the 1980s (Colson, 2021).

    

    o. Fawning over Dictators and Spurning Democrats. Trump actually said he wrote a “love letter” to arguably the worst and harshest dictator in the world, Kim Jong Un of North Korea. He also had praise for Jair Bolisaro of Brazil, Victor Orban of Hungary, and Recep Tayyip Erdogan of Turkey, in addition, of course, to Vladimir Putin.

    

    Trump gave them favors. For example, by meeting personally with Kim Jong Un in North Korea, he boosted that dictator’s international standing, and got nothing in return. By withdrawing US troops from Syria, Trump hugely favored Erdogan.

    

    According to John Bolton (2020), Trump’s ex-National Security Advisor, Trump made it a hallmark of his presidency to try and derail Justice Department investigations into companies in countries whose authoritarian leaders he had a penchant for.

    

    On the other hand, Trump has been both critical and insulting to Canadian President Justin Trudeau, German Prime Minister Angela Merkel, and French Prime Minister, Emmanuel Macron. He publicly branded Trudeau, “Canada’s worst president yet.”

    

    p. Betraying Our Allies. The particular favor Trump did for Erdogan was to withdraw US troops from the civil war in Syria. Those troops were protecting the Kurdish people in northern Syria. American troops also supported the Kurdish fighters who were waging war on our behalf against ISIS, putting their lives on the line to defeat America’s enemies. But the Kurds were also Turkey’s enemies. So, as a favor to Turkey, Trump betrayed our Kurdish allies, leaving them vulnerable to genocide.

    

    “You are leaving us to be slaughtered,” the commander of the Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces told a U.S. diplomat. “You have sold us. This is immoral,” he fumed (Johnson, 2019).

    

    Beyond that betrayal, Trump also pulled the US out of the Iran nuclear deal, the Paris Climate accord, the UN Human Rights Council, the World Health Organization, and NAFTA. All of these agreements had been signed with our international allies. By withdrawing from them, Trump left our allies to enforce those agreements on their own.

    

    q. Attacking the Free Press. Trump called the press “the enemy of the American people.” During his many rallies, he would point to the media section and incite the mob against them. Trump also threatened on Twitter that television outlets might need to have their licenses "revoked" if they persist in spreading "fake" news (Smialowski, 2017).

    

    Trump condemned some outlets by name such as The New York Times, The Washington Post, CNN and NBC, and he urged the Senate Intelligence Committee to investigate them.

    

    Trump sent out a solicitation via email bearing the headline, "The media is NOT going to win.” And during the insurrection of Jan. 6, one of his ardent followers posted this message on a Capitol door: “MURDER THE MEDIA.”

    

    r. Exacerbating Climate Change. Trump called climate change a hoax, and one of his first actions was to pull the U.S. out of the historic Paris Climate Accord, which aimed to reduce greenhouse emissions world-wide. In addition he killed Obama’s Clean Power Plant initiative to limit carbon pollution from power plants. He reversed Obama’s ban on the Keystone XL pipeline and the Dakota Access Site. And he rolled back about 100 environmental protection rules. When presented with evidence of climate change from the scientific community, Trump countered, “I know more than the scientists” (MSN News, 2020).

    

    s. Hiding His Taxes. Going back to Richard Nixon in 1972, all presidential candidates have made their taxes public. This was done to show not just their basic honesty about how much they were worth, but, more importantly, to disclose any financial entanglements, which could compromise their stance on policies.

    

    Donald Trump refused. He claimed he was under audit by the IRS, and therefore could not legally release his tax returns. This was false. Whether or not he was being audited, nothing prevented him from disclosing his returns.

    

    Then, he promised he would disclose his statements once he was the Republican nominee. But that too was a lie. He never showed his tax forms to the public even after elected. Advisor Kellyanne Conway announced, “The White House response is that he’s not going to release his tax returns” (Schultheis, 2017). In fact, Trump strenuously fought in court to prevent that from ever happening. So, the obvious question is: What was he hiding?

    

    t. Pardoning His Friends and Condemning His Enemies. In the final weeks of his presidency, Trump issued 193 pardons (Olorunnipa & Dawsey, 2021). The Constitution grants presidents pardoning power in order to show mercy to people who may have been wrongfully convicted. But Trump used that power to reward loyalty. For example, he pardoned many of the people who were implicated in the Mueller Report investigation of the Trump campaign’s ties to Russia. These include Paul Manafort, Roger Stone, Mike Flynn, and George Papadopoulos. Each of these men refused to cooperate with the Mueller probe. They obstructed justice. So, Trump rewarded them with a pardon.

    

    Trump even pardoned three mercenary soldiers, who had been convicted of murdering men, women and children in Iraq. However the mercenaries worked for Blackwater, whose owner was a Trump ally. In reaction, Tennessee Republican Senator Ben Sasse slammed, “This is rotten to the core.”

    

    On the other hand, those who acted lawfully and gave truthful testimony to the Mueller investigation - people like Michael Cohen or Rick Gates - they received no pardon at all. The Washington Post reported, “Some called for an overhaul of the pardon power, saying Trump has so corrupted it that it should be amended or even stripped from the Constitution” (Olorunnipa &  Dawsey, 2020).

    

    u. Encouraging Violent Extremist Gangs. The insurrection that Trump instigated on January 6th was not an isolated event. It was the culmination of the encouragement the president gave to violent and extremist White-power groups throughout his term in office. At his rallies he promoted violence. In his daily tweets, he channeled hatred against Democrats, the press, and anyone who disagreed with him. He gave extremist groups legitimacy in statements like, “There are good people on both sides,” referring to Neo-Nazis. He refused to condemn them when given the opportunity. And during the January 6 insurrection, he tweeted, “We love you.”

    

    After four years of Trump, the FBI issued a report that violent white-power groups posed the greatest threat to security in America. D.C. Representatives were urged to wear bullet-proof vests, and were requesting special funds for personal security. People like Marjorie Taylor Greene, who advocated the assassination of public figures, were being elected to Congress. The newfound resurgence of extremist groups is one of Trump’s enduring legacies.

    

    v. Abandoning Puerto Rico. In September 2017, the island of Puerto Rico was raked over by a devastating hurricane. It is estimated that “Maria” cost the territory 95 billion in damage, and 5000 deaths (Pieschell, 2020). Throughout the island, houses were shattered, bridges were destroyed, electricity was knocked out, and potable water was contaminated. Trump reacted by claiming news about the tragedy was “mere politics.” In response to pictures of utter destruction, he bristled, “This was done by the Democrats to make me look bad . . .” Eventually, bowing to pressure, he agreed to an allocation of an estimated 41 billion dollars. But after three years, only 11.2 billion of that amount had actually been delivered.

    

    Trump himself visited Puerto Rico in October 2017. To grandstand his generosity before the media, he actually appeared at one of the stricken towns to throw paper towels at the bewildered crowd. Since then he strenuously opposed sending any more recovery money to the island, and announced, “The US will not bail out outstanding and unpaid obligations with hurricane relief money.” But finally, three years later, in September 2020, six weeks before the presidential election, he sent another 13 billion to help the island out (Pieschell, 2020).

    

    w. Deploying Federal Troops against Peaceful Protesters. On June 1st, 2020, a peaceful protest took place on the mall by Lafayette Park in D.C. The crowd was denouncing the killing of a Black man, George Floyd by Minneapolis police. Trump launched an unprovoked attack against them. He deployed the Secret Service, National Guard, and military police, who stormed the protesters with tear gas and a frontal assault. This egregious violation of the First Amendment right of assembly was done so that Trump could ostentatiously walk from the White House to the nearby Episcopal Church and hold up a Bible for a photo op.

    

    x. Flaunting the Rule of Law. The Department of Justice has a policy against indicting sitting presidents. For that reason, Trump could not be charged with a crime. But cloaked with that immunity, he committed many acts that prosecutors have called indictable offenses.

    

    These include violating federal election law in the hush-money payment of $130,000 to porn star Stormy Daniels; the ten instances of obstruction of justice cited in the Mueller Report; the falsifying of bank loans and tax payments, cited by lawyer Michael Cohen; subverting the 2020 presidential election through bribery and extortion of Georgia state officials, and, of course, sedition - inciting an insurrection against the government of the United States.

    

    y. Lying incessantly and Assaulting the Truth. According to Washington Post fact checker Glenn Kessler, by the end of Trump’s four year term, he had made a total of 30,573 false or misleading statements (Mazza, 2021). And the rate of lying only increased over time. During Trump’s first year, he averaged six lies a day. This ramped up to 16 a day in the second year; 22 a day in the third year; and 39 a day in the fourth.

    

    For example, Trump claimed 5000 dead people had voted in the Georgia presidential election. In fact, there were only two. He boasted his inaugural crowd was the largest in history. In fact, it was about half the size of Obama’s. He insisted the Corona Virus would disappear by April, 2020. In fact, it got a lot worse for months and months after that. By lying about the virus, he, of course, contributed to more people dying from it.

    

    Most insidious were Trump’s lies about the presidential election. He insisted he had really won by an “overwhelming” margin. But supposedly due to rampant fraud, and because the election was “rigged,” and voting machines were hacked, the vote went against him. None of this was true. But because many of his 88 million Twitter followers believed it, they donned their “Stop the Steal” t-shirts, assembled in Washington January 6th, and then violently stormed the U.S. Capitol. They did this because they believed Trump’s lies.

    

    z. Abandoning Decency and Civility. There’s something to be said for simple human decency. We expect it from our parents, from our teachers, and even from waiters at restaurants. It is a sign of mutual respect - respect for others, and the respect we want others to have for us.

    

    We certainly expect decency and civility from our leaders. We expect them to uphold the dignity of their office. The highest office, of course, being the presidency. Yet, Donald Trump repeatedly demeaned the dignity of his office, and undermined the respect that people need to have for their leader. He publicly and shamelessly lied, swore, incited violence, degraded women and minorities, and even mocked people with disabilities. He boasted that with attractive women, he would, “grab them by the pussy.” He referred to a female reporter as having “the face of a dog.”

    

    Tweeting about football player Colin Kaepernick, he brayed, “Get that son of a bitch off the field right now.” Of African nations, he blasted them as “shithole countries.” At his rallies, he would incite violence against protesters and reporters with words like, “Knock the crap out of them would you.” It’s not illegal for him to talk like that, but it violates the norms that we expect from those who lead us and represent us to the world.

    

    In sum, Donald Trump is a demagogue. Yet, demagogues can only hold sway as long as they have followers. And so egregiously did Trump behave during his four years in office, that, by the end of his term, a Quinnipiac poll gave him a 33% approval rate - the lowest of any president on record (Idliby, 2021).

    

    But what about that 33%?

    

    How is it that so many were beguiled by a vision of hate and discord, of intolerance and violence, of authoritarianism and lawlessness, of coarseness and mendacity, and of simple basic meanness? In light of all the transgressions outlined above, how is it that some people remained so devoted to this man, that they would professedly “die for him”?

    

    That is the subject of this book.
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    II. Are They a Cult?

    

    One way to account for the preternatural devotion of Trump acolytes is that they constitute a cult. Certainly their unquestioning zeal and worshipful loyalty have that appearance. So, now, let’s start by defining what exactly a cult is.

    

    Here is the Merriam-Webster definition: “a small religious group that is not part of a larger and more accepted religion and that has beliefs regarded by many people as extreme or dangerous : a situation in which people admire and care about something or someone very much or too much” (2021).

    

    Here is the Cambridge English dictionary definition: “a religious group, often living together, whose beliefs are considered extreme or strange by many people.” They offer the following example: “Their son ran away from home and joined a religious cult” (2021).

    

    The above definitions refer to a “religious group.” However, that need not be the case. According to Merriam Webster, you can also have “personality” cults, in which “a public figure (such as a political leader) is deliberately presented to the people of a country as a great person who should be admired and loved.”

    

    Psychologist Robert Sulnick (2020) defines a cult as either religious or philosophical: “A cult is a social group defined by its particular religious or philosophical beliefs with devotion to a particular personality.”

    

    YourDictionary also offers a more sectarian definition: “a group of people with extreme dedication to a certain leader or set of beliefs that are often viewed as odd by others, or is an excessive and misplaced admiration for someone or something, or is something that is popular among a certain segment of society” (2021).

    

    Another definition of a cult is a group that includes: a leader, who has no meaningful accountability and becomes the cult’s single source of power; a process of indoctrination; and cult members doing things that are not in their own best interest but in the best interest of the leader (Sulnick, 2020).

    

    From all these definitions, we can form a composite model with the following features:

    

    a. A cult is a small social group; while some cults like the Unification Church may include thousands of members, they are still small relative to mainstream religions or belief systems.

    

    b. The key feature of the cult is the charismatic leader, around whom the cult is formed.

    

    c. That leader has unquestioned authority; his/her word is law.

    

    d. The cult has a set of beliefs that set it apart from the larger society, which may regard those beliefs as bizarre or even dangerous.

    

    e. The attachment of cult members to its beliefs and its leader is extreme to the point of them willing to give their lives - or take the lives of others.

    

    So, that is our composite definition. A cult is a relatively small social group organized around a charismatic leader, whose word is law, and a set of beliefs at odds with the beliefs of the wider society, and with extremely devoted members willing to sacrifice almost everything for their cause.

    

    The Cult Education Institute (2020) provides the following signs. You know it’s a cult if:

    

    a. The leader is always right,

    

    b. Criticism of the leader or questioning the leader is considered persecution.

    

    c. Anything the leader does is justified, no matter how harmful it may be.

    

    d. The leader is the only source of truth, everybody else must be lying.

    

    e. Disciples must be devoted to the leader and never question him.

    

    Do these warning signs apply to Trump and his followers?

    

    a. Trump is is always right. He calls the New York Times fake news, and his people believe it. He says the virus is a hoax, and his people believe it. He says he won the presidential election by a landslide, and his people believe it.

    

    b. People who dare to criticize Trump are seen as the enemy. Dr. Anthony Fauci, widely respected head of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, dared to contradict Trump about the efficacy of masks against COVID. As a result he, his wife, and children were issued death threats. Fauci himself received an envelope with white powder that blew up in his face.

    

    c. Anything Trump does is justified. He himself knew his followers so well that he boasted he could shoot someone on Fifth Avenue, and none of his people would object. In fact, he did much worse than that. Five hundred thousand Americans died of COVID due, in large part, to his lies, his obstruction, and his neglect. Yet still his people remained loyal.

    

    d. Not only is Trump “always right.” He is the only one - the only source of truth. Other, more conventional, respectable, and traditional sources of truth, such as scientists, generals, leading newspapers, and broadcast reporters have been characterized by him as “fake news.” He even boasted, “I know more than the generals.”

    

    e. The devotion of his disciples is extreme. The individual who claimed, “I will die for him,” was only stating what many others believed. In fact, the brazen storming of the U.S. Capitol on January 6th can be likened to what happened in Jonestown forty years earlier. In that event, over 900 members of the People’s Temple Church died - either by suicide or murder - because their leader Jim Jones told them they had to.

    

    Forty years later, the storming of the Capitol was a quasi-suicidal event, because the mob made no attempt to hide their identities. They even took selfies and published them on social media. Plus, they knew they could be killed or arrested by the police. But Trump told them to go.

    

    So, Trump and his followers fit all the warning signs. But do they match the definition of a cult? I believe so. They are a relatively small social group organized around a single charismatic leader, whose pronouncements - no matter how bizarre - they believe; whose word is indisputable law; and for whom - in many cases - they would kill or die. They are a tight-knit extremist group whose danger to our society has been amply proved.

    

    In an article entitled “The Cult of Trump,” Rick Alan Ross, executive director of the Cult Education Institute, agrees (Nelson, 2016). The evidence lies in the following signs: 1. Trump’s campaign “is fueled by charisma.” His followers see him as the great American success story. For them Trump has become “an object of worship.” Sign 2. “What he says is always right. Even when it’s not.” Trump’s people, Ross says, are simply incapable of seeing his lies the way outsiders do. Sign 3. “Drinking the Orange Kool-Aid.” Ross compares Trump’s potential for destruction to Jim Jones. As Jones led his followers to mass suicide, Trump might lead his people to nuclear war. He did, after all, terminate our nuclear arms agreement with Iran.

    

    Ben Zeller, a psychoanalyst at Lake Forest University, draws another comparison between Jim Jones and Donald Trump (Breland, 2020). “A narcissist was forced to take down hundreds of people because that community was less important to him than the truth that he personally represented,” Zeller says of Jones. By comparison, Zeller continues, Trump persuaded his own followers to flaunt the COVID virus, abandon mask-wearing, and ignore social distancing. And they gleefully adopted this suicidal advice, regardless of the danger. They drank the Kool-Aid.

    

    So, the answer is yes. Trump and his followers do constitute a cult, according to prevailing definitions and experts in the field. Now the question is: why? Who are these people, the ardent Trump followers, and how did it come about that they formed themselves into such a radical and peculiar cult? That’s what I will examine in the remainder of this book.
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    III. Is Trump America’s Hitler?

    

    As a cult leader, Donald Trump may be compared to the likes of Jim Jones, David Koresh, Sun Myung Moon, or Marshall Applewhite. But the big difference is that these figures were all religious leaders, and Trump is not.

    

    He might be compared to Charles Manson or Pablo Escobar, but these were crime bosses; and technically, Trump is not.

    

    Instead, Trump belongs to the category of government leader. In that general sense, he falls under the same heading as other popular world leaders like Gandhi or Mandela or FDR. But dig deeper. There is a special sub-category of popular world leader Trump resembles the most - fascist. The dictionary defines fascism as:

    

    “a political philosophy, movement, or regime (such as that of the Fascisti) that exalts nation and often race above the individual and that stands for a centralized autocratic government headed by a dictatorial leader, severe economic and social regimentation, and forcible suppression of opposition.”

    

    This definition of fascism perfectly describes the Nazi regime under Adolph Hitler. All of the elements of the definition apply, as well, to Donald Trump. Here are some specifics:

    

    a. Nazis. Many of Trump’s followers were, in fact, Neo-Nazis. They sported swastika emblems, gave the Nazi salute, and reveled in Trump’s invocation of Nazi symbols, such as the upside-down triangle, the number “88” (H is the eight letter of the alphabet, so two H’s - “HH” - stand for Heil Hitler), the chant of “White Power,” and the Nazi eagle on T-shirts (Atkins, 2020).

    

    b. Militias. Trump leveraged White supremacist groups, and others like them, as a private militia, just like Hitler used the SA, the “Brown Shirts, and the SS. Some of Trump’s allies had urged him to overturn the 2020 presidential election through Marshall Law and the regular Army. Trump chose instead to rely on these informal - but heavily armed - gangs, whose loyalty was exclusively to him.

    

    c. Nativism. Trump assured his almost all White, native born, uneducated followers that they were the “elite,” just as Hitler preached that ethnic Germans were “the master race.”

    

    The Encyclopedia Britannica (Knapp, 2021) sums up the Nazi position: “Hitler’s ideas included inequality among races, nations, and individuals as part of an unchangeable natural order that exalted the ‘Aryan race’ as the creative element of mankind.”

    

    Trump espoused the same views, which explains his popularity among so-called White supremacists.

    

    d. MAGA. Trump’s motto was “MAGA” - Make America Great Again. By comparison, Hitler saw his mission as restoring Germany to the position of power and leadership it enjoyed before the humiliating loss in World War I, and the mortifying Treaty of Versailles. In other words, “Make Germany Great Again.”

    

    e. Nationalism. Both Trump and Hitler were extreme, right-wing nationalists. Trump espoused an “America First” foreign policy, and turned his back on our international alliances such as NATO, the World Health Organization, and the Paris Climate Accord. Next to the Jews, Hitler saw Marxist “internationalism” as his main enemy.

    

    f. Right Wing Business Backing. Both Trump and Hitler drew support from right-wing business organizations. In the case of Hitler, “The alliance also enabled him to seek support from many of the magnates of business and industry who controlled political funds and were anxious to use them to establish a strong right-wing, antisocialist government” (Knapp, 2021). The same can be said for Trump.

    

    g. The Jews. Followers of Both Hitler and Trump scapegoated the Jews. In the insurrection of January 6, members of the mob wore T-shirts with emblems such as “Auschwitz” or “6MWE,” meaning the genocide of six million Jews under the Nazi regime was not enough. Trump himself did not directly target Jews. After all, both his daughter and son-in-law were Jewish. However, when Neo-Nazis marched in Charlottesville under the banner “Jews Will Not Replace Us,” Trump commented that there were “good people on both sides.”

    

    Irene Butter, a 91 year-old survivor of Nazi concentration camps draws a stark comparison:

    

    “Now, 75 years later, I see something I never imagined: echoes of the Nazis and their regime. What happened in Washington, DC, on January 6, 2021, was an attempted coup of our government and an unraveling of the democracy that protects all of our rights. I saw a T-shirt with the words "Camp Auschwitz," as well as other anti-Semitic symbols and slogans used by the rioters” (2021).

    

    h. Scapegoats. Both Hitler and Trump heavily relied on scapegoating. Hitler’s favorite scapegoats were, of course, the Jews. For Trump it was immigrants, especially those from Mexico and Central America. He even referred to “many of them” as “murderers” and “rapists.” He blamed them for taking American jobs. Similarly, Hitlter characterized Jews who immigrated to Germany after World War I as “criminals and rapists,” who were stealing German jobs.

    

    i. Concentration Camps. Both Trump and Hitler locked their hapless scapegoats into concentration camps. Hitler’s, of course, are notorious. But Trump developed a network of 200 camps spread across the U.S., in which parents were separated from their children, and forced to endure overcrowded and fetid conditions.

    

    j. Big Lies. Both Hitler and Trump spouted outrageous lies to hold sway over their followers. Trump, as we have seen, amassed over 30,000 lies by the end of his term, including the infamous lie that he really won the election “by a landslide.” Joseph Goebels, Hitler’s information minister, famously bragged, “If you tell a lie big enough and keep repeating it, people will eventually come to believe it.”

    

    k. Biased Media. To perpetuate their lies, both Trump and Hitler drew support from media biased in their favor. The leading newspaper of Munich devoted itself to the “Hitler Myth.” That was the only news his supporters read. The same can be said for Fox News and Trump. That was the only TV reporting his supporters watched.

    

    l. Emblems and Mantras. Both Trump and Hitler employed symbols and catch phrases that their supporters could rally around. For Hitler, it was the Nazi emblem, the Nazi salute, and the “Heil Hitler.” For Trump it was the “MAGA” hat, the MAGA saying, and mantras such as “fake news” or “Lock her up.”

    

    m. Dictatorship. Insidiously, both Trump and Hitler leveraged democracy to establish dictatorship. After the Nazi party won 43.9% of the popular vote in 1933, President Paul von Hindenburg appointed Hitler Chancellor. But following the Reichstag fire later that year, the German parliament passed the “Enabling Bill,” which Hitler exploited to grant himself dictatorial powers (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2021).

    

    Trump’s great benefactor - Vladimir Putin of Russia - followed a similar path, virtually making himself president for life. And Trump tried to do the same. The January 6 attack on the Capitol was Trump’s Reichstag fire. The aim of that attack was to overturn a lawful election, and to capsize the constitutionally mandated counting of electoral votes by the legislature. He tried to become our “Führer.”

    

    n. Narcissism. Finally, in terms of personal psychology, both Trump and Hitler saw themselves as gods. To Hitler he was the embodiment of the “Volk.” To Trump he was the greatest president since Lincoln - maybe even “greater than Lincoln.” And he made plans to enshrine his image on Mount Rushmore. In other words, both Trump and Hitler were narcissistic psychopaths.

    

    In summary, comparing people you don’t like to Hitler has become a commonplace meme. Most respectable commentators avoid doing it. But just because it’s exaggerated hyperbole most of the time, doesn’t mean that it isn’t a valid comparison ever.

    

    Of course, some may argue that Trump, at least, didn’t start a world war. But Hitler didn’t either - not until 1939 - six years after his rise to power.

    

    This chapter has detailed fourteen very specific similarities between Trump and Hitler. Not only were they both cult leaders. But more specifically, they were fascist cult leaders who attempted to convert democracy to dictatorship through lies, violence, lawlessness, jingoism, and scapegoating.

    

    If Trump and Hitler are so alike, perhaps the same can be said for their followers. The appeal that Hitler used to captivate those who blindly followed him may somewhat illuminate the appeal of those who flocked to Trump. If Trump can be understood as a “kind-of Hitler,” then, should we view each of his followers as a “kind-of Nazi”?

    

    Now, let’s see if that is true. Let’s see who these Trump followers are, and what exactly drew them to his cult.
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    IV. Rise of the Trump Cult

    

    The Apprentice

    

    By the time 2002 rolled around, Trump’s fortunes were in freefall (Toh, 2020). He had just been divorced a second time, and, also for the second time, he was facing bankruptcy. On his federal tax returns, according to the New York Times, “He reported annual net losses throughout the 1990s. Some of it carried forward year to year, a tide that would swell to $352.8 million at the end of 2002.”

    

    But then, the “Apprentice” came along. In 2004, Trump signed a deal with NBC to host a reality TV show. It turned out to be a success, running for fifteen seasons, rising to the top of the charts, and amassing a net income for Donald Trump of $197.3 million (Toh, 2020).

    

    On the show, as the Times reports, Trump came across as “an able commander, fair minded, and a tycoon who couldn’t fail.” So, buoyed by this newfound popularity, Trump began thinking about running for President. He decided to take a pass on the 2012 election, but he did assert, “I will run. Next time.”

    

    Birtherism

    

    “It started with birtherism,” reports the New York Times (Bouie, 2020). Early in 2011, just before Barack Obama was set to run for re-election, Donald Trump began raising questions about America’s first Black president. “I am starting to think he wasn’t born here,” Trump opined. He not only questioned Obama’s place of birth, but also Obama’s IQ, his grades, and whether Obama resorted to a ghostwriter for his book.

    

    And what Trump discovered is that the more he raised these issues, the more it boosted his media profile. Soon, he was getting wall-to-wall coverage.

    

    Appearing in 2011 on ABC’s talk show The View, Trump demanded, “Why doesn’t he show his birth certificate?” “I want to see his birth certificate,” he fumed on Fox News. “I’m starting to think he wasn’t born here,” he lamented on NBC’s Today Show.

    

    In a subsequent appearance on The View, Trump even disclosed that he had sent “a team of investigators” to Hawaii - Obama’s birthplace - to search for the President’s elusive birth certificate. He added, “They cannot believe what they are finding.”

    

    Then, Trump discovered a brand new medium for his message. On Twitter, he disclosed that, “An extremely credible source” had called his office to inform him that Obama’s birth certificate was “a fraud” (Barbaro, 2016). And later on, in 2014, he tweeted that hackers should, “Please hack Obama’s college records (destroyed?) and check ‘place of birth.’”

    

    The birtherism campaign reached a frenzy by July, 2016, as Trump himself was running for President in the Republican party. During a six week period, Donald Trump, the Times noted, was a “nonstop birther” (Parker & Elder, 2016).

    

    Trump’s birther campaign did not happen in a vacuum. The scourge of racism has left an ugly stain on American history. And when Barack Obama became America’s first Black President, while many rejoiced, others recoiled.

    

    During Obama’s term in office, undercurrents of hatred began to surface. That period saw the emergence of the Tea Party, a White-supremacist political organization. At rallies they paraded placards depicting Obama as a witch doctor, and accusing the President of “white slavery.” One commentator noted, “If you listen to [their] language, it’s always about ‘taking our country back’” (Flores, 2010).

    

    Others on social media posted doctored images of both Obama and his wife Michelle as apes. T-shirts were being sold with Obama-monkey prints, and captions like “Primate in Chief” (Sauer, 2011). One County Director in West Virginia referred on Facebook to Michelle Obama as “Ape in Heels.” To which her small town Mayor responded, “Just made my day, Pam” (D’Onofrio, 2016).

    

    Obama himself (2020), looking back on Trump’s birtherism campaign, wrote that in some quarters of the American public, there was an “emotional, almost visceral” feeling against him as President. Some people, he concluded, felt that “the natural order had been disrupted” by the election of a Black man like him to the presidency.

    

    Birtherism arose within the context of the racism that coalesced around Obama’s presidency. Trump witnessed his popularity grow the more he evoked the birther issue. Sam Nunberg, one of Trump’s campaign advisors, observed, “It was a great niche and wedge issue” (Parker & Eder, 2016). Another advisor, Roger Stone, extolled the political upside, as he watched Trump’s poll numbers among Republican voters rocket from fifth place to first.

    

    “Raising questions about the president’s birth certificate had served its purpose, elevating Mr. Trump’s political profile and, whether he knew it or not at the time, providing him with the rudimentary foundation upon which he built his 2016 campaign” (Bouie, 2020).
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    V. Demography of the Followers?

    

    In attempting to find out why certain individuals were drawn to Trump, a good place to start is to ask just who these people were. Was there something about them personally that made them particularly susceptible to Trump’s appeal? That is the question this chapter, and the one that follows, will address.

    

    Let’s start by looking at the basic demographics. Based on national exit polling of one set of 15,590 voters (Parlapiano, 2020), plus another set of 15,553 voters (ABC News, 2020), both from the November 3, 2020 election, here are the type of people who voted for Trump, as compared to the type who voted Biden.

    

    GENDER

    

    Males: 53% were Trump voters versus 45% were Biden voters

    Females: 42% were Trump voters versus 57% were Biden voters

    

    RACE

    

    Blacks: 12% were Trump voters versus 87% were Biden voters

    Whites: 58% were Trump voters versus 41% were Biden voters

    Hispanic: 32% were Trump voters versus 65% were Biden voters

    

    BLACK LIVES MATTER

    

    Favorable: 20% were Trump voters versus 78% were Biden voters

    Unfavorable: 86% were Trump voters versus 14% were Biden voters

    

    EDUCATION

    

    College Grads: 43% were Trump voters versus 55% were Biden voters

    Post Grads: 37% were Trump voters versus 62% were Biden voters

    

    RESIDENCE

    

    Urban (>50,000): 37% were Trump voters versus 63% were Biden voters Suburban: 48% were Trump voters versus 50% were Biden voters

    Rural (<50,000): 54% were Trump voters versus 45% were Biden voters

    

    RELIGION

    

    Catholic: 47% were Trump voters versus 52% were Biden voters

    Protestant: 59% were Trump voters versus 40% were Biden voters

    Unaffiliated: 33% were Trump voters versus 67% were Biden voters

    

    AGE

    

    18-29: 36% were Trump voters versus 60% were Biden voters

    65 plus: 52% were Trump voters versus 47% were Biden voter

    

    INCOME

    

    $100k-$200k: 57% were Trump voters versus 41% were Biden voters

    Under $50k: 38% were Trump voters versus 60% were Biden voters

    

    From this data, we can conclude: Trump voters were more male, White, non-college educated, rural, older, richer, and Protestant. By contrast, Biden voters were more female, Black, Hispanic, college educated, urban, low income, and religiously unaffiliated.

    

    Now, let’s dive deeper. For example, was it all males who were predisposed to Trump, or only certain types of males? Was it all Blacks who favored Biden or only the college educated? The following statistics look at the demographics under a stronger microscope.

    

    GENDER BY RACE

    

    Black Males: 19% were Trump voters versus 79% were Biden voters

    Black Females: 9% were Trump voters versus 90% were Biden voters

    White Males: 61% were Trump voters versus 38% were Biden voters

    White Females: 55% were Trump voters versus 44% were Biden voters

    Hispanic Males: 36% were Trump voters versus 59% were Biden voters

    Hispanic Females: 30% were Trump voters versus 69% were Biden voters

    

    RACE BY EDUCATION

    

    White College Grads: 48% were Trump voters versus 51% were Biden voters White Non-Grads: 67% were Trump voters versus 32% were Biden voters

    White Male Non-Grads: 70% were Trump voters versus 28% were Biden voters Non-White Grads: 27% were Trump voters versus 70% were Biden voters

    Non-White Non-Grads: 26% were Trump voters versus 72% were Biden voters

    

    RACE BY RELIGION

    

    White Evangelicals: 81% were Trump voters versus 16% were Biden voters

    

    RESIDENCE BY EDUCATION

    

    Rural College Grads: 44% were Trump voters versus 52% were Biden voters Rural Non-College: 51% were Trump voters versus 46% were Biden voters

    

    What we see from the above data shows that it wasn’t all males who favored Trump. Nor was it all females who favored Biden. In fact, Black males strongly favored Biden, and White females favored Trump. So, race trumps gender.

    

    When it comes to education, however, the picture is more mixed. Blacks favored Biden whether they were college educated or not. In fact, the numbers are fairly equal in either case. However, White college grads somewhat favored Biden, although White non-grads went 2-to-1 for Trump. And White males who were non-grads were almost 3-to-1 for Trump. So, having a college education trumps race. Not having a college education greatly favors Trump, especially among White men.

    

    Education also trumps residence. Even though rural counties generally preferred Trump, college educated rural residents rather opted for Biden.

    

    In sum, the strongest factors that predisposed voters to favor Trump include: lack of education and White race. Less important are gender and residence.

    

    Data from the MIT Election Data and Science lab back up the importance of education (Silver, 2016). For example, even among Evangelical Christians - Trump’s most ardent followers - the more education they had, the more likely they were to vote for Biden. Likewise, the same is true for another strongly pro-Trump demographic: rural residents. Those who had graduated college went for Biden by 8 points: 52% versus 44% for Trump.
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    VI. A Closer Look

    

    Now that we have isolated the kind of people likely to favor Trump, is there some underlying connection among them? For instance, is there some link between the preference for Trump among the non-educated and the preference for him among rural residents? In this chapter, we will zero in on three demographics, in particular: race, residence, and education.

    

    RACE

    

    In the last chapter we saw a breakdown of who Trump supporters were, based on exit polls during the election. For instance, we saw men and those over 65 tended to favor Trump. But in no comparison was the case more emphatic than for Black Americans. A full 87% of Black people voted against Trump, and for Biden. Only 12% went for Trump. No other group was more absolute in their choice.

    

    And this anti-Trump sentiment remained just as strong among all categories of Black people. Both men and women, educated and non-educated, urban and rural all felt the same. Why?

    

    Researchers investigating the 2016 election of Trump versus Clinton provided the following answer: racism. As they concluded:

    

    “. . . racism and sexism explain most of Trump’s enormous electoral advantage with non-college-educated white Americans, the group that arguably gave Trump the election. We find that while economic dissatisfaction was part of the story, racism and sexism were much more important and can explain about two-thirds of the education gap among whites in the 2016 presidential vote” (Maxwell, 2020).

    

    Backing up this analysis is the stark divide on the question “What is your opinion of the Black Lives Matter movement?” Seventy-eight percent of those who voted for Biden were “favorable.” But an overwhelming 86% of those who voted for Trump were “unfavorable” (ABC News, 2020).

    

    Trump voters were almost unanimously opposed to the cause of Black rights. By the same token, Black people almost unanimously voted against Trump, because they perceived him to be a racist.

    

    RESIDENCE

    

    Another group of people who favored Trump were rural residents - that is, people who lived in non-suburban towns with populations less than 50,000. In the actual 2020 vote, rural counties voted overwhelmingly for Trump. Urban counties, by contrast, overwhelmingly went for Biden (CNN, 2020). Consider the following data (Haseman & Procell, 2020):

    

    Here are examples of election results from rural counties across America (Thorson, et al, 2020). Those who voted for Trump versus Biden in Lemhi County Idaho, 78% vs 22%; in Sheridan County, Nebraska, 83% vs 15%; in Greene County, Mississippi, 82% vs 17%; in Wayne County, West Virginia, 75% vs 24%.

    

    By contrast, here are examples of election results from urban counties across America. Those who voted for Biden versus Trump in Marin County, California, 82% vs. 16%; in Denver County, Colorado, 80% vs 18%; in Cook County, Illinois, 74 vs 24%, in Wayne County, Michigan, 68% vs 30%; in Fulton County, Georgia, 73% vs 26%; in Suffolk County, Massachusetts, 83% vs 16%.

    

    The contrast with earlier presidential votes is quite striking. In 1972, for example, only 25% of US counties were considered “landslide,” that is, overwhelmingly for one side or the other. By contrast, in 2020, that number had risen to 55% (Web Master, 2020).

    

    Even in the same state, the urban versus rural divide manifested. For example, Biden won 65% of the Metro Atlanta vote, but only 37% of the vote in the rest of Georgia (Brownstein, 2020).

    

    “Why are urban and rural areas so politically divided,” asked Maxwell in a March 5, 2019 article in the Washington Post. In the mid-term election of 2018, Democrats won every Congressional district in most urban areas, Republicans won 87% of rural.

    

    One reason for the rural/urban divide is race. According to the Pew Research Center, as of 2018, whereas most US rural areas are majority White, most urban areas are majority non-White. Specifically, the overall percentage of Whites in urban areas is 44%; in suburban areas, 68%; and in rural areas 79%.

    

    In a 1993 article entitled “The effect of place of residence on racial attitudes,” Timothy e. Lantz concludes, “The effect of the urban experience on racial attitudes appears to be a liberalizing one, in that urban experience at an early age causes people to be less overtly prejudiced and antiblack and also to be more progressive and willing to act on behalf of racial justice and equality.”

    

    In 2020 a stark videoclip of racism in a small town went viral over the Internet. In the video, Rob Bliss, a White producer from Los Angeles, is depicted standing in front of a billboard in Harrison, Arkansas, population 13,000 (Holman, 2020). The billboard is advertising “WhitePrideRadio.com.” Bliss is holding up a “Black Lives Matter” sign. People driving by couldn’t believe their eyes. Some just gave him the finger. Others shouted profanities, or made threats like, “You could get hospitalized”; or “About 10 minutes I’ll be back, you better be fucking gone.” Some expressed astonishment: “Honestly dude, you have balls of steel”; or, “I wouldn’t stay after dark, man.”

    

    At the end of the clip, we see a young girl, whose face is screened out on the video for her protection, approach Bliss, furtively hand him a message, then immediately turn and scurry away. When Bliss unfolds the message, he reads, “Ignore the haters.”

    

    This is an example of racism in one small town, and what is so striking is how universal it is. It is so widespread, that people with a different opinion have to hide their identity.

    

    What can account for such rampant prejudice? Researchers cite the lack of “heterogeneity.” As we have seen, rural areas are generally 79% White. Urban areas are more diverse, have a mix of different subcultures, and afford residents more freedom to adopt different views. This may be due, in part, to the relative anonymity that urban life affords. As one observer notes, “The constraints of the close intimate community are not present, and the individual is able to explore a greater variety of experiences” (Lantz, 1993). These are some of the reasons racism may arise in rural America and be universally enforced within a small town setting.

    

    Racism, therefore, may partly explain the great divide in rural versus urban voting patterns. As we have seen, race was the most significant factor in the election, with almost all Blacks opting for Biden, and the majority of Whites for Trump. And because racism was rampant in small town America, this may account for why rural areas chose Trump in a landslide.

    

    EDUCATION

    

    At the end of the previous chapter, we saw how education also influenced the way people voted. For example, consider the effect of education on race. Whites voted for Trump over Biden by a margin of 58% versus 41%. But college educated Whites opted for Biden 51% versus 48%. And, most striking, non-college educated Whites flocked to Trump 67% to 32%. In other words, non-college educated Whites opted for Trump by a margin of 2-to-1.

    

    Similarly, education had the same effect on residence. Rural voters went for Trump over Biden by 63% versus 37%. But it was the reverse for college educated rural voters who chose Biden 52% versus 44% Trump.

    

    The fact that urban counties opted for Biden and against Trump may be related to education. After all, according to Bloomberg News (Florida, 2018), 90% of college grads live in urban counties, with over 60% of college grads residing in large metropolitan areas with over one million population. By contrast, only one in ten college grads dwelled in rural areas.

    

    Why is this so? Nate Silver (2020) observed, “Macroeconomic trends have concentrated better-educated professionals in big cities, where jobs have expanded for highly skilled workers in financial services, technology and creative industries. Meanwhile, agriculture and manufacturing have declined in small towns and rural areas. As better-educated people leave these areas, they are increasingly dominated by less-educated manual workers.”

    

    Silver concluded, “The more college educated White people there are in a given area, the more likely it will go for Biden in 2020.”

    

    In an analysis of the 2016 election, Nate Silver (2020) observed, “High education went for Clinton, even in low or medium income counties. But the opposite is true. Least educated counties, even with median or high income went for Trump. Low income counties were no more likely to go Trump, once you control for education.”

    

    In conclusion, Trump’s constituency was non-college educated Whites. And because so many of them were concentrated in rural - versus urban - areas, rural counties opted for him in a landslide. It was not the fact of urban versus rural residence per se. After all, college educated Whites who lived in rural areas voted for Biden.

    

    But why was college education such a determinative factor? The answer, it appears, is racism. After all, Black people voted against Trump in record numbers. Black women in particular, spurned him by a margin of 90%. And for them, education didn’t matter. Whether college-educated or not, Black people voted overwhelmingly against Trump.

    

    For White people, it was a different story. According to one study by Emerson and Sikkink (2000), “Higher levels of education are associated with more liberal attitudes on racial issues. . . . ” Plus, as Maxwell, cited earlier, observed, “racism and sexism were much more important and can explain about two-thirds of the education gap among whites in the 2016 presidential vote.” In other words, racism explains most of why non-educated Whites had a preference for Trump.

    

    In conclusion, then, race, residence, and education are inter-related. Racist attitudes are more prevalent among non-college educated Whites. And non-college educated Whites are more prevalent in rural areas. These are Trump’s people.

    

  
    VII. Sociology of the Followers

    

    In Chapter II, we defined what a cult is, and how Trump and his followers fit that definition. Now, in this Chapter, we will address the social factors that drew people to the Trump cult in the first place, and what kept them in the Trump cult, once they got there.

    

    In my book Violence and Religious Commitment (1981), eight other analysts and I laid out some of the major factors predisposing people to cults. Our focus at that time was Jim Jones and the People’s Temple movement, in which 913 members ultimately died from suicide and murder. They “drank the Kool-Aid.”

    

    The major factors we observed included: the effects of association with other members of the group during a time of seismic change in the country. This association took the form of a cult based on total control, quasi-religious ritual, single version of the truth, and unquestioning loyalty to the charismatic cult leader, reinforced by a state of isolation and agitation toward the larger society.

    

    Of course the Trump cult differs from Jonestown and other cultic groups. But the similarities, outlined below are striking.

    

    A. What drew people to the Trump cult in the first place?

    

    1. Receptivity

    

    Many of the types of people who gravitated to Trump were already part of the traditional Republican base. That base includes Southern Whites who switched from Democrat to Republican following passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.

    

    Since then, the Republican coalition has remained centered on Whites who identify as Christians, particularly outside of major metropolitan centers. Especially in light of the Obama presidency, such individuals have feared being marginalized in an America growing more racially and religiously diverse as well as more urbanized. In the latest Public Religion Research Institute national poll, a larger share of Republicans said that Christians (62%) and Whites (57%) faced "a lot" of discrimination than said the same about Blacks (52%) or Hispanics (45%).

    

    In fact, U.S. demographic trends were changing. Whereas 85% of American voters were White in 1972, that number had fallen to 67% by 2020. So, the slogan “Make America Great Again” definitely had a racial undertone. A sector of the American electorate were receptive to the message Trump put out.

    

    2. Dislocation

    

    “Totalistic cults have special appeal during times of ‘psychohistorical dislocation’” (Martin-Joy, 2020). Trump’s charge of systemic urban cheating during the 2020 election encapsulates the widespread fear among Republicans that they are losing control of the country to a racially and religiously diverse Democratic coalition based primarily in the nation's largest cities. His mostly White, non-urban base already feared that “elites,” minorities, and other urban groups were trying to “steal” the country from them.

    

    3. Charismatic Leader

    

    What Trump gave his supporters was an embodied model of their world. They came to see Trump as their champion. “They feel that Trump is making them great again — their social class and their identity as Whites” (DeVeaux, et al, 2020).

    

    He gave them a shining symbol of leadership for their cause. In one of his political rallies, “Diane” gushed over Trump’s 2015 descent to the people by way of his golden escalator, the gleam of his gold-trimmed private 727, “Trump Force One,” the way in which, in 2016, he seemed to fill TV screens with oversized power. 

    

    That the swaggering billionaire star of The Apprentice, master of The Art of the Deal, owner of an international real-estate empire, and living with his trophy wife, would take up their cause, voice their grievances, echo their words, and express their feelings, struck many of his base as irresistible.

    

    B. What kept people in the Trump cult once they were there?

    

    1. Us Versus Them

    

    Trump stoked the flames of division. He incessantly portrayed his voters as under siege from an assortment of malevolent forces: contemptuous elites, dangerous immigrants and violent racial-justice protesters. Trump crystallized that argument in his Valdosta speech when he declared, "We're all victims. Everybody here, all these thousands of people here tonight, they're all victims, every one of you" (Brownstein, 2020).

    

    This claim, as CNN analyst Ronald Brownstein notes, extends the core Trump argument of redefining "who is and isn't American." In the President's construct, Republicans represent the "real America” (2020).

    

    "This is our country," Trump insisted to his preponderantly White audience. "And you know this, and you see it, but they are trying to take it from us through rigging, fraud, deception and deceit."

    

    2. External Isolation

    

    The shocking willingness of Jim Jones followers to “drink the Kool-Aid,” was largely due to their extreme isolation from the outside world. In the move to the remote jungles of Guyana, they were cut off from friends and family, from the general society, and from any opposing voices. Tellingly, none of the People’s Temple members who remained behind in the States obeyed the call to suicide.

    

    In the case of Trump, his followers were already somewhat isolated residentially, coming, as they did, from small-town, rural areas. The people they associated with were largely White Christians like themselves, and only served to reinforce their hostility to racially diverse urban “elites.”

    

    In the case of Jonestown, outsiders, government agents, and news reporters were depicted as “the boogeymen whom sect children are raised to fear” (Levi, 179). Jones taught that such outsiders “are a threat to the cult and they deserve to die and be damned.”

    

    Similarly, Trump demonized his enemies as traitors and sub-human. The pro-Trump movement called QAnon promoted the belief that leading Democrats and government officials were pedophiles who worshipped Satan and drank the blood of babies. When asked if he agreed with those beliefs, all Trump could say is, “They like me.”

    

    When Republican Adam Kinzinger subsequently voted to impeach Trump for inciting the insurrection, he received a hand-written letter signed by eleven members of his family. It stated, in part, “Oh my God. What a disappointment you are to us. It is now most embarrassing to us that we are related to you.” They accused him of going against his “Christian principles,” and of joining “the devil’s army” (Grayer, 2021). In an interview with the New York Times, Kinzinger’s cousin said, he should be “shunned.”

    

    This illustrates the iron wall between the pro and anti Trump factions. It also shows the extraordinary apocalyptic imagery of the ex-President’s followers. For them it was good versus evil, God versus the devil.

    

    While the isolation of Jones’s people was physical, Trump followers were primarily isolated in cyberspace. They got their news almost exclusively from pro-Trump networks like Fox, Newsmax, or ONN, the One America Network. These media sources reinforced the Trump message, to the exclusion of any other point of view.

    

    3. Internal Cohesion

    

    The inverse of the physical and cultural isolation from the outside world that helped give Jim Jones total control over his followers was the physical and cultural cohesion that bound those followers together.

    

    Similarly, Trump’s followers realized a strong fellowship with each other that reinforced loyalty to their leader. They were not a scattered collection of individual believers. They were a like-minded community of “patriots.” They provided each other with a source of strength in a time of uncertainty.

    

    What helped to bind them together was, first, Twitter. They belonged to Trump’s social network, read his daily - even hourly - “tweets,” and communicated with each other through their online replies. Beyond that, however, were the rallies. The tens of thousands who attended Trump rallies got to socialize with each other in person, and they often travelled hundreds of miles to do so.

    

    To give a sense of just how like-minded Trump’s following was, consider this crosstab from a Suffolk University/USA TODAY poll. The pollsters asked a question about which television and news sources are trusted the most. Among those who trust Fox News, only 16% said that Biden was elected legitimately and 83% said he was not. If you combine the next seven news sources including PBS, NPR, CNN, MSNBC, ABC, CBS and NBC, 93% said Biden was legitimately elected and 6% said he was not. Trump supporters were unified in their unconventional conviction.

    

    Sociologists Lawrence Redlinger and Philip Armour refer to the cult collectivity as a “plausibility structure” (1982, 88-101). Cult members find themselves in an alternative society, one with “...a new language system and specific ways of talking and responding” (91). In this new society, they are removed from everyday entanglements, and embraced by “new others, who are almost always extremely friendly, supporting, and loving.”

    

    Four key aspects to the plausibility structure include:

    

    “1. a way of interpreting events that can be made to appear superior to the person’s currently employed way;

    

    2. a conversational apparatus and language that can be employed and that is different from old systems;

    

    3. a social setting that allows for the trying out of the new ways without recrimination;

    

    4. a specific set of procedures designed to generate commitment to the new ways” (90).

    

    Together, these four aspects combine to convince the member that the new ways are superior to the old. Trump and his spokesmen indeed gave his followers a new way of interpreting events, and a conversational apparatus. Through their rallies and social network, they provided a safe social setting. And in their protests, marches, and chants, they received procedures for commitment.

    

    4. Single Version of the Truth

    

    Information control is vital to cult obedience. In Guyana, Jim Jones was able to tell his people that revolution had already begun in the States, and they had no way of knowing otherwise.

    

    Likewise, Trump controlled information in two big ways: first, through his tweets. Trump people were flooded with a barrage of his version of the truth. Sending out tweets at all hours of day and night, including 2:00 or 4:00 in the morning, Trump was relentless.

    

    The second way he facilitated his single version of the truth was by demonizing the alternatives. For example, consider the following harangue at one of his in-person rallies.

    

    “Look at them!” Trump cries, pointing to reporters from CNN and other mainstream. “They’re “very bad people,” he growls. They’re “scum” and “liars.” His thousands of followers turn to glare at the media cage (Harris, 2020).

    

    “Does anybody think the media is honest?” Trump asks the crowd at the third rally in Hershey, Pennsylvania.

    

    “No!” they cry.

    

    “Does anybody think they’re totally corrupt and dishonest?”

    

    “Yes!” they shout.

    

    A woman in the crowd leans back on her heels, lower lip tucked under her teeth, eyes closed, arms outstretched, her two middle fingers raised.

    

    As a result of such tactics, Trump people believed him when he told the “Big Lie.” Republican voters said “there’s no way in hell Trump lost” the 2020 presidential election (Brooks et al, 2020). Others insisted, “There’s millions and millions of Trump votes that were just thrown out,” insisted a 70 year old retired teacher and librarian. “That computer was throwing them out” (Harris, 2020).

    

    As Joseph Goebbels, Hitler’s notorious minister of propaganda famously observed “If you tell a lie big enough and keep repeating it, people will eventually come to believe it.”

    

    5. Cultic Signs and Symbols

    

    The English word “cult” comes from the French “culte,” meaning “worship.” This seems appropriate, because even secular cults have distinctly religious undertones. The fervor of adherents for their charismatic leader certainly approaches a form of worship. In addition, even purely secular cults have their own ritualistic signs and symbols.

    

    The most notorious Trump sign, of course, was “MAGA,” Make America Great Again. And in any Trump rally, one would observe a sea of Republican red caps - the most notorious Trump symbol - on which the “MAGA” was imprinted.

    

    Another, more cryptic emblem was the “OK” sign people make with their fingers. Trump himself flashed this device frequently during his public talks. To outsiders, it just looked like a sign of approval. But to the initiated it meant something else. It meant “White Power,” with a three-finger “W” and a circular “P.”

    

    One pro-Trump symbol, which proliferated in 2020, was notably perverse. During a period when the deadly Corona virus was sweeping the country and devastating lives, Trump people proudly broadcast their loyalty, by not wearing masks. Even though top science and medical experts touted mask-wearing as the best way to avoid contracting the virus, Trump insisted those warnings were largely a “hoax.” So, he didn’t wear a mask himself, and neither did his followers.

    

    Deep insiders even developed their own cryptic language. For example, on Wed., Nov. 18, Emily Murphy, head of Trump’s Government Services Administration, tweeted this: “Dcccf Rex zzz @#z@smaan anaNN.” What?!

    

    Such signs and symbols strengthen the cohesion of devotees and exacerbate their isolation from others. They operate like a loyalty test for true believers. Displaying the signs and symbols tells others your allegiance. Not displaying them makes you an outsider.

    

    6. Cultic Rituals

    

    Religious groups have their ritualistic incantations. For Orthodox Jews it’s “Shma Yisroel.” For Muslims, it’s “Allahu Akbar,” for Buddhists it’s “Om.” These mantras are affirmations of belief and identity. They identify you to others, and, more significantly, they identify you to yourself.

    

    Trump specialized in such refrains, and he often used them as a substitute for actual dialogue. From the outset, he would chant, “Lock her up,” “Build the wall,” or “America first.” Later on, he added, “Fake news,” “No collusion, no obstruction,” or “Stop the Steal.”

    

    In his campaigns, he deployed a similar device against his opponents. For example, here is “Lyin Ted,” or “Little Mario,” or “Low energy Jeb.” Trump’s people absorbed these little advertising snippets, and repeated them the way you echo the tag line of a song.

    

    During his political rallies, Trump worked his crowd into a religious fervor by invoking one of his chants, then repeating it, and then hearing it come back to him from the crowd. It was almost a form of mass hypnosis. In the end, during the insurrection on January 6th, practically all you could hear was “Stop the Steal” and “Fight for Trump.”

    

    7. De-Individuating Mechanisms

    

    Cults - and authoritarian organizations in general - place a premium on uniformity. Members actually wear “uniforms.” In the rallies of Hitler’s Germany, people lost their individuality, and became just numbers in a mass. In unison, they cried, “Heil Hitler,” gave the Nazi salute, paraded the Nazi emblem, and gloried in a homogeneous identity - Aryans of “pure” German blood.

    

    All these practices had eerily similar counterparts in a Trump rally. Followers assembled in mass, where they dressed alike, wore the same caps, sported the same insignia, and even bore similar facial hair. They chanted all the Trump catch phrases. Trump pandered to them as the “real Americans,” and therefore the “elite.” Outsiders - immigrants, Blacks, the mainstream media - were vilified. Being different, or even having different beliefs, was reviled.

    

    The effect of all these de-individuating mechanisms is control. The less people thought and acted for themselves, the more they behaved as members of a collective. Perhaps they weren’t literally “brain-washed,” but socially they were becoming standardized.

    

    8. Extreme Loyalty to the Leader

    

    David Paleologos, Director of the Suffolk University Political Research Center, calls Trump a “cult president.” What does he mean? It’s because Trump supporters “will believe and trust him no matter what any other government officials, academics, journalists, politicians, and ‘professional’ experts say” (2020).

    

    For example, as we’ve mentioned, in the aftermath of the 2020 presidential vote, only 16% of pro-Trump Fox News viewers believed Biden’s win was legitimate. Most believed he “stole” the election. After all, that’s what Trump told them. By contrast, of the next seven networks put together - PBS, NPR, CNN, MSNBC, ABC, CBS, NBC - 93% of their viewers said Biden’s win was legit.

    

    Another example is masks. You know how devoted people are to their leader when those people are willing to die for him. In the case of Jonestown, over 900 people - most of them suicides - did die for Jim Jones.

    

    In the case of Trump, when his devoted followers showed up at his rallies in the thousands and refused to wear masks or practice social distancing, that could be considered a form of suicidal behavior. After all, almost all medical and scientific experts were telling us that masks were the best defense against the deadly COVID virus. Yet, Trump himself ignored those warnings, and, therefore, so did his people.

    

    As author S.V. Date describes it, “Concerns about the virus went out the window entirely at his ever-more-frequent campaign events, and his words seemed to goad his supporters into pretending that there really wasn’t any pandemic at all as a way to reaffirm their personal loyalty to him” (2021).

    

    Trump rallies were like religious revivals. On January 6, some of the rioters were shouting, “Jesus is my President, Trump is my Savior” (Habachi, 2021). Jeff Sharlett, writing for Vanity Fair magazine, attended Trump events all over the country, and interviewed members of the crowd. They called Trump “the chosen one,” and confidently asserted, “God has chosen Trump for this hour.” Sharlett called it “the cult of Trump,” where “rallies are Church and he is the Gospel.”

    

    Trump knew how his followers felt about him. He said, “They love me . . They will do anything for me” (Paleologos, 2020). And he famously stated that he could shoot someone in the middle of the day on 5th Avenue, New York, and he wouldn’t lose any voters.

    

    9. Conclusion

    

    In conclusion, we have already seen who Trump’s people were. They were largely White, rural, and non-college educated. Now, in this chapter, we ask the question what social factors drew these people to Trump in the first place, and what bound them to him thereafter.

    

    In “Becoming a Marijuana User” (1953), the sociologist Howard S. Becker coined the term “invitational edge.” People don’t usually jump head first into a new cause or a deviant practice. They come to it gradually, lured by temptation. For Trump followers the invitational edge consisted of receptivity, dislocation, and charisma.

    

    They were receptive to Trump because many were already Republican, or already members of White supremacist groups. They felt dislocated from the larger society, in particular, by what the Obama presidency represented to them. It represented that their people were being marginalized. They were losing their position of dominance in what they had confidently assumed was a White, Christian, English-speaking nation. They, the “real Americans” were being usurped.

    

    Trump stoked these resentments through his “birtherism” campaign. He came to realize what a potent tool it was. It gave him insight into who his followers might be and how he might attract them. So, he doubled down on what was basically a racist, anti-“elite” message.

    

    For the followers, they saw a champion. They saw a gold-plated celebrity, a hugely successful billionaire, living the life they all dreamed of. They saw him favoring them and giving voice to their grievances, like no one else had before.

    

    So, they were tempted. But then, why did they stay? The social forces binding Trump followers into a cult included: the sense of us-versus-them, external isolation, internal cohesion, a single version of the truth, cultic signs and symbols, cultic rituals, de-individuating mechanisms, and extreme loyalty to their leader.

    

    It’s what happens at this point many of us can’t understand. We can’t understand how anyone could be so zealously and single-mindedly attached to an individual - Donald Trump - whom we see as monumentally unfit for his job. We do appreciate the invitational edge. We do appreciate the attraction that tempted the followers in the first place. What we don’t get, however, is the fanaticism that bound them to him thereafter.

    

    Part of the reason for this is because the Trump cult - like many others - is like a Black Hole. The invitational edge is like the Event Horizon of a Black Hole. Up to that edge, we can watch and see what’s happening. But once people pass through that Event Horizon, they disappear from view. Everything that happens after that, becomes opaque.

    

    Once people pass through the Event Horizon of the invitational edge, the gravitational pull of the Black Hole cult goes through the roof.

    

    Trump stoked the culture war - the sense of “us-versus-them,” by telling his people, “We’re all victims,” and by echoing their conviction, “This is our country.” He exacerbated the twin forces of external isolation and internal cohesion. Many of the followers were already residentially isolated from urban America, to begin with. But under Trump they became morally isolated, with Adam Kinzinger’s family, for example, shunning him for joining “the devil’s army.” And under Trump they became isolated in cyberspace, getting practically all of their information either from Trump himself - via his tweets - or from Fox News, and other Trump silos.

    

    The counterpart to external isolation is internal cohesion. The farther Trump followers distanced themselves from people with differing views, the more they clung to those like themselves. Both through social media and during the pseudo religious rallies, they converged into an extended family, where they were welcomed, loved, and admired; where they dressed alike, chanted in unison, and reinforced their shared version of reality.

    

    The ritualistic aspects of these get-togethers helped to reinforce their solidarity. The MAGA emblems, the red hats, the Trump flags made them more uniform. The slogans and epithets united them in thought. Chanting, “Lock her up,” “Stop the Steal,” “Fake news,” “Build the Wall,” “Drain the Swamp,” all these gave them a shared set of convictions.

    

    The combined effect of these various forces had two major results. First, they promoted a single version of the truth. In Jonestown, without access to opposing views, people were so captivated by even the most outlandish fantasies that they were moved to kill themselves. In the Trump cult, the distorted version of reality had a similarly powerful grip.

    

    The second result was de-individuation. Many organizations promote a measure of uniformity. They have dress codes, conduct codes, fixed schedules, and so forth. But religious organizations go further. They promote uniformity of belief. And cultic organizations feel so embattled, they even insist on uniformity of thought.

    

    Finally, the main organizing principle around which all these other forces revolve is the charismatic leader. He is their obsession. He is their prophet. He is their “chosen one.” He is their source of truth, and what he says is their Gospel. When the January 6 rioters were asked why they were there, all they had to respond is, “Trump sent us.” So much loyalty led to such an extreme.

    

    
      Back to Top
    

    

  
    VIII. Psychology of the Followers

    

    We have taken a bird’s eye view of the broad social factors that led people to become part of Trump’s cult. Now, let’s come down to Earth and look at the situation from the viewpoint of the individual follower. How did someone caught in the web of social forces we’ve described, how did such an individual see himself in that context? What were his motives? What were his reactions? Why did he view Trump so differently than the rest of us? In this chapter we shall track the psychology of Trump followers from their initial receptivity, to their subsequent induction, to their eventual membership, and to their final commitment.

    

    1. Initial Receptivity

    

    In the article “A Self-Concept for Religious Violence,” Louis Zurcher outlines four different kinds of self-concept. Based on answers to the question, “Who am I,” responses range from people who primarily identify as: 1. a physical self (example: I am 5 feet 10 inches tall); 2. a status self (example: I am Vice President of XYZ corp.); 3. an attitude self (example: I am a happy person); or, finally, 4. a transcendent self (example: I am a child of the cosmos) (1982, p.59).

    

    Zurcher explains that people with exaggerated or exclusive social selves are most vulnerable to cult membership. This, he says, is because “membership in such cults provides previously dislocated persons with a solid and simplified social self-concept. So, when asked the question, “Who are you,” they can readily answer, “I am a Proud Boy,” or I am “a Republican.” or “I am a conservative,” or “I am a Christian.”

    

    People whose predominant identity is “White Christian,” or “White American,” therefore would be especially attracted to a society that glorifies those identities. And the more they receive positive feedback from others in the group for expressing that identity, the more they link their “selves” to “the requirements of social relations that are seen as self expressive” (Redlinger and Armour, 1982, p.92).

    

    Such people feel “psychologically naked without the accoutrements of belonging” (Zurcher, 64). With such rigid social selves, they need constantly to validate their worth. This leads inevitably to comparisons of “better” or “worse” than me, resulting in “prejudice, discrimination, and other forms of invidious distinction” (p.64).

    

    Psychologist Thomas Pettigrew lists five key traits of Trump Supporters. These include:

    

    1. Authoritarianism. A belief in total and complete obedience to one’s authority.

    

    2. Social Dominance Orientation. High status people have dominance over low status people.

    

    3. Prejudice. Correlated with Racism.

    

    4. Intergroup Contact. Little contact with members of outside groups. “The racial and ethnic isolation of Whites at the zip code level is one of the strongest predictors of Trump support.”

    

    5. Relative Deprivation. Not getting what you think you deserve relative to others; although the estimated median income of Trump supporters is $72,000.

    

    This list describes people who might be susceptible to the Trump appeal. They are, as Zurcher observes, focused on “status,” with the need for dominance, particularly over other races. This is exacerbated by their relative isolation from other types of people, and also the conviction that they aren’t getting what they deserve.

    

    2. Induction

    

    Being at least receptive to the Trump appeal, a prospective member might be tempted to attend one of the ex-president’s rallies. Perhaps friends of his, who were already regular attendees, invited him to come along.

    

    What would he feel once he got there? One observer calls it “the ecstasy of liberation” (POLITUSIC, 2017). He would sense from those around him that they have “transcended compromise and coalition,” and that, “they have entered into the light, undiluted and pure.”

    

    He would hear Trump crying out to the crowd and granting them permission when he says things like, “Hey, you want to smash this guy in the face, don’t you? I’ll pay all legal costs.”

    

    The charisma of the leader comes largely from resonance with his followers. He chants “Lock her up!” or “Build the wall!” and they chant back. He growls and they snarl. “Donald Trump is connecting to feelings in his crowd - feelings that he is stimulating” (POLITUSIC, 2017).

    

    The psychological resonance between Trump and his followers goes deeper still. In terms of the Zurcher categories, Trump identifies as a “status self”. He certainly does not identify as a physical self, an attitude self, or a transcendent self. Far from it. He is fixated on his status as President, billionaire, winner. He half-joked about his face on Mount Rushmore or winning the Nobel Prize. While in office, he seemed to care very little about the duties of the office, per se, but rather about simply having the title. One observer calls him “the quintessential narcissist.”

    

    Social status is also the obsession of his followers. Both sides share what psychologists call “narcissistic injury” (McBride, 2020). And both sides share the need to project strength, because both sides feel weak inside.

    

    That sense of injury - of being embattled - leads to the dual emotions of hatred and envy. One observer of a Trump rally in Melbourne, Florida, remarks, “Since the steeping of the Tea Party, hate has been the mortar that keeps all the factions of the Republican Party together. What’s fascinating about the Presidency of Donald Trump is that he managed to mutate shared hate into an emotion that borders on a militaristic sense of loyalty” (POLITUSIC, 2017).

    

    At the same time as Trump followers feel hatred against the unseen forces conspiring against them, that hatred springs from envy of what others have that they lack. As POLITUSIC observes, “Envy is the hate additive that revs up Trumpster throttles. Men, in particular, want the life Donald Trump lives. Mitt Romney was rich, but he wasn’t a billionaire.” Members of the cult of Trump are not simply supporters, “They’re superfans.” And to superfans, “Their idol is one step below a god - and just as infallible.”

    

    3. Membership

    

    Having been receptive to the Trump message, and having been captivated by the Trump appeal, the inductee then enters into full-scale membership. He wears a MAGA hat, buys a “Trump Tweets Matter” T-shirt, echoes Trump phrases like “Lock Her Up,” “Drain the Swamp,” attends more rallies, follows Trump’s inexhaustible tweets, and associates with other followers. In effect, he has become a walking Trump billboard. That is his identity.

    

    He finds himself in league with like-minded individuals. As an ex-Proud Boy remarked about his membership in that group, “They’re men who’ve never had wingmen before. They’re afraid to say what’s on their mind for fear of getting into a fight. But if they have that guy or that group behind them, they’re more bold in saying what they think, because they think someone has their back” (Reeve, 2020).

    

    Even in its mildest form, peer pressure can be effective. A friend of mine recently attended a three-day conference at a Texas hotel. He had been wearing his COVID mask for over a year, but most of the people at the conference went mask-less. So, by day 2, he took his off, as well. After all, he explained, if they aren’t wearing masks, it must be OK. Plus, he didn’t want to stand out. In retrospect, if even such slight peer pressure can result in conformity, imagine the effect of being in a cult.

    

    As Louis Zurcher comments about cults, “Few social groups offer so powerful a sense of social cohesion and belongingness.” Zurcher goes on to describe what life inside a cult is like:

    

    “A cult is a new religious group, characterized by its opposition to values widely accepted in its social environment. It is one of the most extreme role selections that a person searching for a stable social self can make. The conditions of membership are usually quite rigorous. They often demand total commitment to the role; the clear dominance of the cult role over other components of the member’s role set; and a detachment of the person from the society-at-large. The cult role also is usually associated with a guiding ideology that must be embraced categorically. The cult leaders are often charismatic and require total fealty; the rules of the cult are to be obeyed without question” (p. 68).

    

    “Membership in such cults provides previously dislocated persons with a solid and simplified social self-concept . . . Who am I? I am a member of the XYZ church, or temple, or commune, or fellowship” (p. 57).

    

    However, there is a hidden catch. The more members rely on cult leaders for self-definition, the more they can be manipulated.

    

    Former CIA profiler Jerrold Post wrote an article on Trump’s “dangerous charisma” (2020). In it, he expressed the downright bafflement many of us have about the fanatical loyalty of Trump followers. He wrote, “Indeed, many people have been puzzled, given Donald Trump’s extremism, that the support and the dedication of his followers to him has been not hugely diminished. Trump’s rallies, in particular, show an almost frightening intensity of the power of Trump’s charisma and influence over his followers.”

    

    Sociologist James Richardson writes about Jim Jones, “He was a skilled orator and plied his talents well with his relatively uneducated followers, who tended to accept what he told them to believe and do” (1982, p.27). Much the same can be said about Donald Trump.

    

    Jeannie Mills was one of the few Jim Jones cult members to have escaped the massacre in Guyana. In an article entitled “Jonestown Masada,” she describes the manipulative power of the cult leader, as follows:

    

    “I don’t think that Jones was such a fantastic human being; it’s just the tremendous reverence we gave him. We surrounded him with this aura of power. He used to laugh about it. He says, “I could be five-by-five and the ugliest thing in the world, but as long as I have power, I will always be respected, and I will always be feared. Women will always want me” (1982, p. 167).

    

    This tale about Jim Jones and his power bears an uncanny resemblance to Donald Trump’s oft stated boast. It’s that he could stand in the middle of 5th Avenue in New York, shoot someone dead, and none of his followers would object. Such is the power of the cult leader.

    

    4. Commitment

    

    Far from becoming disillusioned with their leader over time, Trump’s followers stuck with him, and have remained loyal to him to this day. As researcher Harry Enten (2020) explains, the reason Biden won is not because he stripped off former members from Trump’s base. Instead, Biden won over Independents and Democrats who hadn’t voted in 2016. In Michigan, for example, Biden increased the vote in the six most highly educated counties. Trump not only retained his voters from 2016, but actually added more the second time around.

    

    So why, despite everything, did Trump’s people stick with him? A famous study from the past provides a partial answer. It’s called “When Prophesy Fails” (1956). Researchers Leon Festinger et al, studied a UFO religion called The Seekers, who predicted an imminent apocalypse. When it didn’t happen, what did they do? Did they lose faith in their cult? Not at all. They rather just doubled down on their beliefs, finding excuses for the mistake.

    

    Cognitive dissonance was Festinger’s explanation. The Seekers chose belief over evidence, when the two accounts collided. And having made that choice, they became even more committed to their position.

    

    One of the problems in changing the opinions of Trump’s followers is that there is a deep psychological cost involved for someone who has seen, in Trump, the answer to their problems. Therefore, for them to turn against Trump is very difficult.

    

    In practice this means that Trump’s core enthusiastic followers feel incomplete without a great inspirational leader to attach themselves to, someone to venerate. They need him. But he also needs them. “The mirror-hungry personality, which is Donald Trump, needs the ego-gratifying applause and roars of approval from crowds” (Post, 2019). From a psychological standpoint, each side needs the other.

    

    Aside from cognitive dissonance and psychological dependence, there is a rather unexpected motive for the sustained loyalty of Trump followers. That motive? Fear. As Jeannie Mills (1982, p.169) explained, after years of adhering to Jim Jones, “By this time, we were totally in there because we were afraid to leave.”

    

    But then she added, “Now, an interesting thing is that nobody really recognizes that change [from love to fear], until they get out and get deprogrammed in one way or another” (169).

    

    5. Conclusion

    

    In this chapter we have reviewed some of the compelling psychological factors for Trump followers, within the context of the broad social forces pressing in on them. Their key vulnerability is having an exaggerated or exclusive “status” self-concept. Attachment to such rigid social identities compels them to view “outsiders” in terms of “better or worse than me.”

    

    Exacerbating these feelings are actual physical isolation from outside groups, and a sense of grievance - of not getting what they deserve vis-a-vis these groups.

    

    Psychologists call this grievance “narcissistic injury.” And it formed an intense resonance between Trump and his followers. Both sides clung to their own “status” self-identities. Both sides felt embattled. Both sides chafed with feelings of hate and envy. And both sides exulted in the “ecstasy of liberation” they derived from Trump rallies and Trump tweets.

    

    Once inducted into Trump-world, followers enjoyed a community of like-minded brothers and sisters. But membership came at a cost. Like other cults, the cult of Trump demanded unquestioning commitment and unwavering fealty. Any doubts followers might have would be immediately quashed through a combination of cognitive dissonance, psychological dependency, and inchoate fear.
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    IX. The Followers: In Their Own Words

    

    One straight-forward way to discover why people joined a cult is to ask them. Luckily, a number of reporters attended Trump rallies, and did just that. The answers they received from interviews with members of the crowd provide some insight into their loyalty to Trump.

    

    Those answers, as outlined below, range from practical, to stylistic, to racist and sexist, to conspiratorial, to apocalyptic.

    

    1. Practical Reasons

    

    Some of the crowd members interviewed gave practical reasons for their adherence to Trump. For example, they favored him because he lowered taxes, or cut regulations on business, or opposed abortion. So, it’s not that they were personally devoted to him, per se, but they saw him as a means to an end. Here is a sample of what they said (Hunter-Hart, 2018):

    

    “Opinion polls give Mr. Trump a low rating, and I would, too, for character, personality and temperament. But I would give him high marks for policies and programs that are stimulating the private sector.”

    

    “I’m thrilled with the progress that President Trump has made in defeating ISIS, cutting taxes for middle-class families and making court appointments. Thanks to the tax cuts, my husband and I stand to keep a much larger portion of our paychecks.”

    

    “I am 28, and in the nearly three decades I’ve been alive, I’ve seen Newton Falls and its surrounding environs succumb to a despair reflected by the opioid crisis. . . One candidate sought to address this — Donald Trump.”

    

    The people who offered these practical reasons cannot be considered card-carrying members of the Trump cult. They don’t see him as their idol, but merely as a means for achieving their goals. If it turned out he failed to meet their goals, or if his negatives outweighed his positives, then, they would look around for someone else.

    

    As S.V. Date observes, “Plenty of anti-tax, pro-business Republican voters, who continued to vote for GOP lawmakers down-ballot, nevertheless went with Biden because they could not stomach another four years under Trump” (2021).

    

    2. Stylistic Reasons

    

    Some of the people interviewed gave less practical answers. They favored Trump, not so much for what for he could do for them, but rather for his personal style - his swagger. Here are some examples (Kannan & Barkacs, 2020; Hunter-Hart, 2018):

    

    “He’s a fighter, a counter-puncher.”

    

    “Who knew that all it would take to make progress was vision, chutzpah and some testosterone?”

    

    “If I wanted a scripted smooth talker for president, I’d have voted for someone else. An unscripted Mr. Trump feels more authentic to me, and I still don’t see him as a politician.”

    

    “As the Sonny LoSpecchio character wisely concluded in the movie 'A Bronx Tale,' it’s better to be feared than loved. My hope is for our enemies to fear Donald Trump and for his domestic opponents to realize he’s on their side.”

    

    "Donald Trump will stand up for what he believes in. Whether we agree with it or not, he fully believes in it. I would say, in a way, you have to admit it's admirable that he stands firm. But at the same time, you know, it is what it is." 

    

    "Most of the U.S. presidents were white supremacists. . . Trump’s just more honest."

    

    These people admired Trump purely for his style. Others equated style with accomplishment, but whereas they were clear about style, they were vague about accomplishment. For example:

    

    “To be honest, I’m not sure he would have accomplished what he has so far without being an unrelenting public bully.”

    

    “I thought his tough take-no-prisoners manner and, yes, even his unpredictability might be what was needed at this particular time to cause offending persons and countries to sit up, consider us seriously, and think twice about taking advantage of us financially and otherwise.”

    

    Reporters Kannan and Baracs (2020) offer some reasons for the special appeal of Trump’s style. They mark it up to two things: “behavioral integrity” and “sinner.”

    

    “One of the reasons for Trump's enduring popularity,” the reporters say, “despite everything he has said and done, is that his supporters believe he has behavioral integrity. They perceive that his actions align with his words. They perceive that he does what he promises to do, and they perceive that his messaging is consistent (again, whether he really does these things or not does not matter).”

    

    Others love him precisely because he is a sinner - “If a man of such vast, crass, and open appetites can embody the nation (and really, who is more American - vast, crass, and open - than Trump), then you too, student of porn, monster truck lover, ultimate fighter in your dreams and games, can claim an anointing.”

    

    The people who cited style as their reasons are showing an affinity for Trump as a person, and not just for what he can do for them. They identify with him, and they like him - a lot.

    

    3. Racist and Sexist Reasons

    

    Less practical and less rational were the haters; in particular, the racists and the sexists (Klepper, 2020). For example:

    

    “I believe he’ll make this country good again. Not a lot of luck in the past, especially with Obama.”

    

    “Obama is a Muslim. He’s a terrorist. He had to do with 9/11.”

    

    “We have named these guys the Black cock-er-roach ninjas.”

    

    “Whenever I think president, I think man.”

    

    The crowd members who expressed these racist and sexist attitudes were among Trump’s most die-hard supporters, because they perceived their enemy is his enemy.

    

    4. Conspiratorial Reasons

    

    Another set of irrational reasons came from people who bought into fantastical conspiracies that demonized outsiders (Klepper, 2020). For example:

    

    “Actually, they’re pedophiles” [meaning Democrats].

    

    They have a “Gay agenda” [meaning Democrats]

    

    “The Clintons cause suicide.”

    

    Klepper spoke with dozens of Trump supporters who believe that the Democratic establishment primarily serves as a cover for child sex trafficking. 

    

    Among the cited conspirators: the “Deep State,” the “Pedos,” plus the FBI, CNN, immigrants, and Blacks.

    

    People who cited such conspiratorial reasons are among Trump’s true believers.

    

    5. Apocalyptic Reasons

    

    Finally, and perhaps least rational, were those who gave apocalyptic reasons. They, most of all, can be classified as cultists, because their devotion to Trump rose to heights of religious mysticism (Klepper, 2020). For example:

    

    “God has chosen Trump for this hour.”

    

    “This is church now!” “They eat the children.” “Diane” shakes with tears. Her friends nod.

    

    One crowd member says he knows Joe Biden is one among many “demons.” “Not even human,” he asserts. That is why it will take the Great White Hope, chosen by God, to confront them. “They’re too powerful for the likes of ordinary men.”

    

    Supposedly, Trump is on a mission from God to expose (and destroy) the hidden demons of the deep state, he confides.

    

    Adding to the quasi-religious mysticism of the Trump cult is a secret code language, known only to the initiated (Klepper, 2020).

    

    “Dave” discloses how to interpret Donald Trump messages. Every tweet, every misspelling, every typo, every strange capitalization - especially the capitalizations, says Dave, has meaning. In particular, anything capitalized adds up as a number. It’s “gematria”. According to Dave, Trump is “a five dimension chess player.”

    

    It is when people diverge from the world of fact to the world of belief, that they most approximate cult-like behavior. In the world of belief, facts don’t matter. And if the beliefs are religious in nature - if they involve good versus evil - then, those are the sorts of beliefs people die for.
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    X. Violence

    

    “If President Trump comes out and says: ‘Guys, I have irrefutable proof of fraud, the courts won’t listen, and I’m now calling on Americans to take up arms,’ we would go” (Brooks & Layne, 2020). So said Brett Fryar, a prosperous inhabitant of a small Texas town, population 1400.

    

    Taking up arms is, of course, exactly what many others like Fryar did on January 6, 2021, when they stormed the U.S. Capitol. As a result, 140 police officers were injured and seven people died. The mob erected a gallows outside, and howled to “Hang Mike Pence,” and “Shoot” House Speaker Nancy Pelosi “in the head.”

    

    How did that happen? Why are some cults peaceful, and others violent?

    

    In part, the answer comes from a culture that glorifies violence. Many of the mob that rushed the Capitol were chanting “Revolution,” hearkening back to the birth of our nation. Others bore that quintessential symbol of violent revolt - the Confederate flag.

    

    Many belonged to violent groups before they came to Trump. Obama’s presidency sparked the Tea-Party movement, a violent, racist reaction to the nation’s first Black leader. They were later joined by like-minded Groups, such as the Proud Boys, the Oath Keepers, or the Three Percenters.

    

    For example, during a “Black Lives Matter” march in Portland, the Proud Boys appeared to counter-protest. And the confrontation grew so violent that police declared it a riot. This incident “was not atypical of the Proud Boys’ public appearances: it was part of a pattern spawning from [group leader] McInnes’ lust for violence and his embrace of extremist right-wing politics” (Holt, 2018).

    

    As for the antigovernment group Oath Keepers, they have steeped themselves in conspiracy theories and trained for a revolution against the state. The group explicitly recruits former military, law enforcement and first responders to their ranks. They participated in a standoff at Bundy Ranch in Nevada, which their leader called “the first engagement of the modern American revolution” (Goldwasser & Hatewatch Staff, 2021).

    

    Another militia group, the Three Percenters has a long history of criminal activity and violence. According to the Anti-Defamation League, “Adherents who have also explicitly identified themselves as Three Percenter, or who have been part of Three Percenter groups or networks, have engaged in significant criminal activity, including terrorist plots and acts” (ADL, 2020).

    

    Members of White supremacy militia groups have engaged in notable acts of violence. Most notoriously, in 1995, Timothy McVeigh killed 168 individuals and wounded 680 others when he planted a bomb at the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma.

    

    On December 4, 2016, a man traveled from North Carolina with an AR-15 and opened fire on Comet Ping Pong, the D.C. pizzeria believed by some Trump supporters to be the HQ of Hillary Clinton’s child sex trafficking ring.

    

    On October 8, 2020, thirteen members of a militia group were arrested for hatching a plot to kidnap Gretchen Whitmer, Governor of Michigan, and possibly to kill her.

    

    Such were the kind of people who gravitated to Donald Trump. Of course, not all of his ardent followers were militia members or even rabid White supremacists. But the fact that so many of them were, had the effect of radicalizing the rest.

    

    If anything, Trump exacerbated this tendency to violence during his rallies. The big lies, the demonization of outsiders, the aggressive chants, the calls to “fight,” “fight like hell” fueled the brutality of his followers.

    

    In the second “Million MAGA March,” in Washington, on Saturday November 14, 2020, Trump supporters wore "Stop the Steal" T-shirts and urged that the Supreme Court re-visit the baseless claim of voter fraud brought forth by the President. According to police, nearly 20 people were arrested on a variety of charges such as assault and weapons possessions. One person was stabbed in the ordeal and two police officers were also injured (Gamp, 2020).

    

    In sum, the violence of the Trump cult should be no surprise. His followers hearken back to a culture of righteous rebellion, from the Revolutionary War to the Civil War. Many of them were already members of violent militia groups. And their tendency to violence was reinforced during rallies, in which Trump exhorted them to aggression.

    

    Sociologists claim that the propensity for violence should occur in authoritarian totalistic sects (Levi, 1982). Such groups differ from other, more peaceful assemblies, by amplifying the same conditions that most cults experience. In particular, they are more isolated.

    

    Of course, Trump followers were not spirited away to a remote settlement in the jungles of Guyana. But in this digital age, they almost exclusively received all their news and all their opinions from right wing media pundits, like Rush Limbaugh, or Sean Hannity, Jeannine Pirro, and Tucker Carlson of Fox News, and other outlets like NChan or ONE. They were pressed to view alternate news sources as “the enemy.”

    

    The digital isolation of Trump supporters was extreme. And it was reinforced by the residential isolation in rural and small town America, and by their sectarian isolation in White, Christian, Evangelical congregations. Such isolation is the structural isomorph of fanaticism (Levi, 1982, p.178).

    

    The counterpart to isolation from outsiders is extreme cohesion among insiders. Eighty-eight million people were followers of Donald Trump in Twitter, and awaited all of his rants and bombasts with breathless anticipation.

    

    Jim Jones would ceaselessly harangue his members with sermons from the pulpit. Donald Trump did the same with tweets from the web.

    

    Such direct remonstrances from the cult boss is one of the factors that distinguish violent cults from more bureaucratic groups, in which layers of hierarchy insulate members from the leader. The head of the violent cult has direct sway over the psychic forces in his group.

    

    Aside from external isolation, internal cohesion, and direct contact from the leader, sociologist Edgar Mills (1982, pp. 75-87) stresses the importance of “normative dissonance.” This is when one set of norms conflicts with another, preventing extremism in either direction. For example, we are instructed that “life is sacred,” but at the same time we need to “protect the health of the mother.” Or, “children are a blessing,” but “you should not have more children than you can afford” (79). Or, “always shoot for the stars,” but “Don’t let the perfect be the enemy of the good.”

    

    Normative dissonance is prevalent in our daily lives. It works to keep us balanced. It is a form of “legitimated inconsistency.” But violent cults cannot tolerate such dissonance. They enforce a single set of norms. The result is extreme forms of behavior arising from “reduction of value space (and thus of moral autonomy) to a unidimensional line” (83).

    

    So far, we have seen how violent cults amplify tendencies present in all cults. They are more isolated, more cohesive, have more direct persuasion from the leader. But there is one factor that makes them unique. That is the instruction and the training in violent beliefs and practices.

    

    Jim Jones held suicide drills, and so did Marshall Applewhite and David Koresh. Charles Manson preached “Helter Skelter,” the coming revolution pitting Blacks against Whites. At Jonestown, Jim Jones came to believe the FBI, CIA, IRS, and Customs Bureau were engaged in a widespread and coordinated conspiracy against him. He, in turn, preached to his Black members that if they did not follow him to Guyana, the government would put them in concentration camps, where they would be killed (Hall, 1982). To prepare for such an event, members of the Church underwent regular suicide drills, in which they were told the poison was real.

    

    Through such preaching and such drills, cult members become desensitized to violence, especially if they perceive outside forces as threatening their own life or the life of the cult (70). In that case, loss of the cult would mean loss of self (73). Faced with such a threat, violence would seem compelling.

    

    For example, when Trump followers on January 6, chanted “Fight the Steal,” they had been schooled for months that the election was a fraud. Trump said so. He repeatedly said so with conviction and certainty. And if they didn’t believe it - or if they had their doubts - they risked being labelled as traitors (Levi, 1982, pp. 177-178).

    

    In addition, Trump congratulated them whenever they engaged in violent behavior. He said he would pay for their lawyers if they were arrested. He told them to “fight like hell.” Rudy Giuliani, Trump’s sidekick, urged them to “combat.” And after skirmishes occurred during the Portland protest or the Million MAGA march, Trump said he “loved” them.

    

    Some have claimed that Trump was only speaking metaphorically. But he knew what the word “fight” meant to the Proud Boys, the Oath Keepers, the Three Percenters, the Neo-Nazis. They took that word literally. It’s why they came in military outfits and armed with weaponry. It’s why they actually did fight in confrontation with Trump enemies. It’s why people got wounded and killed.

    

    The French have a term - “folie a dieux,” meaning two people together might do crazier stuff than one person on his own. A classic case of this was Leopold and Loeb back in the 1920s. On a dare, these two wealthy college boys conspired to commit murder, an act that neither one of them either would ever do alone. How much more compelling are acts committed by groups - a “folie a groupe.” Under the influence of the mob, the unimaginable can become routine.

    

    Those of us who cannot conceive how people might assault - and kill - police officers, storm the nation’s Capitol, and seek to murder elected officials, we aren’t seeing things from the perspective of the mob.

    

    We haven’t lived our lives in the pressure cooker of the cult. We haven’t accepted the view that outsiders belong to “the devil’s army.” We haven’t seen the so-called “elites” as conspiring against us, even to the extent of cheating our exalted leader from the position of power he so richly deserves. In other words, we haven’t been schooled in a single version of the truth, to the exclusion of all other points of view.

    

    The conditions leading to cult violence are two-fold. On the one hand, violent cults are amplifications of normal cults. They are more externally isolated, more internally cohesive, more directly under the sway of the charismatic leader, more lacking in normative dissonance, and more personally predisposed to the cult message. The violent cult is a “categorical system.”

    

    On the other hand, unlike other types of cult, they are uniquely oriented to violence. They are told they are at war. They are led to believe that the struggle is one between good and evil. They hold drills with weapons. Ultimately, when the call to action comes, they are ready to respond.
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    XI. Mitigation

    

    Ekriti State in Nigeria recently upped the punishment for “convicted cultists.” They raised it from seven years in prison to the death penalty. Such is their way of mitigating the cultic menace (Osanam 2019).

    

    Somewhat less draconian have been the efforts of the Anti-Cult Movement in America. Begun amidst the cult resurgence of the 1960s and 70s, the ACM at first targeted the Unification Church, at the behest of worried parents whose children were being drawn into Sun Myung Moon’s new religion (Shupe and Bromley, 1982).

    

    The ACM held the belief that the children were being “brainwashed,” and thereby being held against their will. They used that rationale to justify forcibly removing the youthful inductees from Unification Church clutches, and spiriting them away to be “deprogrammed.”

    

    For example, “Deprogrammers seized an 18-year-old Christian fundamentalist, restrained him with handcuffs and duct tape, and held him captive in a beach house at the behest of the man's mother” (Schulson, 2021).

    

    Such tactics amounted to kidnapping, and were generally frowned upon by the courts, as well as public opinion. Eventually, the ACM movement fell into disrepute. As an example of over-reaction, Bromley and Shupe (1979) give the example of one particular so-called cult, named “Tnevnoc.” In it, young women were recruited and had to undergo such drastic practices as having all their hair shaved off, wearing drab uniforms, sleeping in communal quarters, and vowing unquestioning obedience. Hearing all this, people were scandalized, until someone realized Tnevnoc was “convent,” spelled backwards.

    

    Aside from the death penalty and kidnapping, are there reasonable measures we can take to mitigate the rise of cult extremism and cult violence? The answer can be broken down into three categories: state measures, social measures, and personal measures.

    

    1. State Measures. Whenever a cult, or any group for that matter, commits illicit violence, they are, of course, subject to the law. A crime is a crime, regardless of who does it. Also, if a cult is suspected of criminal activity, they can be placed under surveillance. Back in the 1940s and 1950s, that’s how J. Edgar Hoover defeated the rise of Communism in the U.S. It is said that underground Communist cells were so infiltrated by the FBI, that, in some cases, more than half of the members attending meetings were secret agents (Fuller, 2016).

    

    Here is one striking example of that approach. In 1942, the FBI recruited a beautician named Mary Markward to infiltrate the Washington DC branch of CPUSA. Markward quickly rose through the ranks to become the Party’s treasurer, which gave her access to the party’s membership rolls and other records (Fuller, 2011).

    

    2. Social Measures. Society can impede cults by simply doing the opposite of whatever promotes cults. For example, if isolation is such a powerful reason for cult success, then clinical psychologist Steve Eichel (in Schulson, 2021) tells us “restoring and cultivating relationships” should be the primary focus for cult mitigation. He advises:

    

    “Do not confront. It absolutely does not work.” And

    

    “Maintain your relationship with that person no matter what.”

    

    Other analysts agree. The more communication with non-cult members, the better.

    

    Three other ways to combat cult isolation would be education, integration, and urbanization. Education exposes people to facts and science, as opposed to conspiracy theories and urban legends. It endows people with the ability to question doubtful claims, and not blindly accept whatever they’re told. In addition, when people leave the parochial confines of their local high schools and local communities, and venture out to regional or national colleges, they are exposed to different types of people and different world views than they’re used to.

    

    The same holds true for urbanization. The big city presents people with a rich diversity of cultures and perspectives. More than that, it affords them the freedom to escape the enforced conformity of small towns. Both education and urbanization promote integration. Integration, in turn, promotes racial tolerance.

    

    Remember Trump drew his main support from people who were under-educated, rural, and racist.

    

    Another effective way to mitigate the allure of cults is through normative dissonance. As sociologist Edgar Mills tells us, extremism can be undermined by recognizing two sides to every coin. If society tells you “trust” but also to “verify,” you are less likely to be led astray. As Mills affirms, “. . . normative dissonance serves as a source of order and a constraint upon extreme behavior in groups, in addition to giving individuals a significant degree of moral autonomy” (75). In other words, normative dissonance helps you think for yourself.

    

    Cult extremism succeeds by enforcing a single version of the truth. Normative dissonance undermines that effort. But there are other ways to accomplish the same result. As we have seen, one of the most effective remedies to Trump’s iron grip on his followers was to take away his Twitter account. Overnight, he was virtually silenced. Likewise, lawsuits against Trump mouthpieces, such as Rudy Giuliani or NewsMax, helped to curb the propaganda, conspiracy theories, and lies coming from those sources. Take away the leader’s pulpit, and you undercut his grip.

    

    3. Personal Measures. From a psychological view of cult adherence, Louis Zurcher zeros in on the question of personal identity; that is, how the prospective cult member views his “self.”

    

    If the people most vulnerable to cult adherence are, as Zurcher contends, those who are fixated on a rigid social self-concept, then one solution would be what Zurcher calls “the mutable self” (1982, p.75). He defines the mutable self as “a self-concept that affords the individual:

    

    (1) full recognition of the four components of self (physical, social, reflective, and oceanic) and, consequently, an openness to the widest possible experience of self; (2) an awareness of the interaction among the four components of self in varying social settings;

    (3) an awareness of the process experiences as well as the content changes within and among the four components of self in varying social settings;

    (4) the flexibility to move among the four components, at will, with purpose, naturally, without rigid fixation on any component;

    (5) the ability to integrate the four components and to accept the productive dialectic among them, a dialectic that provokes personal growth;

    (6) an understanding, tolerance, acceptance of, and empathy with other human beings who manifest mutable selves and with those who do not;

    (7) the ability to accommodate, control, or resist rapid sociocultural change and its concomitants, without need to affect defensive stances, or denial of any of the four components of self” (1982, 73-74).

    

    The dictionary defines mutable as “liable to change.” And Zurcher’s cure for an inflexible self is one that’s changeable. The ability to realize that there is more than just one facet to who you are, and the ability to call upon different facets of self to adapt to change provides you with a buffer against extremist appeals.

    

    For example, consider a person with a rigid physical self-definition. If that is their exclusive idea of who they are, then imagine how they would feel were something to alter their appearance. The same goes for people with rigid social selves, when their status in society comes under attack.

    

    The mutable self doesn’t just protect the individual’s own identity. It also mitigates his view of others. For example, he no longer is compelled to view others as “better or worse” than me. He no longer needs to feel inundated with feelings of hate and envy. He is more capable of adopting a tolerant attitude toward some and a skeptical attitude toward others.

    

    This means that he no longer needs to feel captivated by a “quintessential narcissist” like Trump. It’s OK to admire others like movie idols or rock stars, but not to worship them. It’s OK to be a fan, but not a fanatic. And with a mutable self, freed from the trap of cognitive dissonance, the individual has more leeway to observe occasions when “the emperor has no clothes.”
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    XII. Conclusion

    

    For many of us, the fanatical devotion of Trump followers is impossible to understand. After all, historians rate Trump as the worst President in American history. Plus, at the end of his term, his approval rating stood at 33%, the lowest for any President on record. The first chapter of this book lists so many Trump transgressions that they fill the alphabet from “a” to “z.”

    

    Yet, some of his people still regard him with such devotion, love, and worshipful awe, that they can declare, “I will die for him.” The purpose of classifying these individuals as members of a cult should help to explain their rock-solid commitment.

    

    Sulnick (2020) defines a cult as “a group that includes: a leader, who has no meaningful accountability and becomes the cult’s single source of power; a process of indoctrination; and cult members doing things that are not in their own best interest but in the best interest of the leader.”

    

    In other words, a cult is a group formed around a single leader, whose power over them is extreme.

    

    Trumpies fall into a special sub-category of cult. They’re not a religious cult, but rather a cut of personality, a political personality. But unlike the followers of Ghandi, or Mandela, or Aung San Suu Kyi, the political cult of Trump is fascist.

    

    In that respect it most resembles the cultic followers of Joseph McCarthy in the 1950s, or Adolph Hitler of Nazi Germany.

    

    The parallels to Hitler, in particular, are fairly striking. Most obvious is the fact many of Trump’s loyalists call themselves Neo-Nazis. In addition, Trump’s followers glory in their “pure Aryan blood.” That is, they’re White supremacists, who consider themselves the “real Americans,” and therefore superior to other ethnicities or races. As with Hitler’s scapegoating of the Jews, Trump scapegoats Mexicans, Blacks, and Muslims. Just as Trump called to “make America great again,” so Hitler promised to make Germany great again following the humiliation of Versailles.

    

    In addition to the blatant racism of both leaders, two issues stand out. First is Hitler’s overthrow of democracy and establishment of a fascist autocracy. Trump yearned to do the same, and almost succeeded. Second, is the big lie. Trump was an apt student of Joseph Goebbels’ maxim that, “If you tell a lie big enough and keep repeating it, people will eventually come to believe it.”

    

    For all these reasons - and more - Trump was following in Hitler’s footsteps. But there’s one more element that made both leaders particularly dangerous. Even though neither headed a religious cult, both of them were worshipped, as the word cult implies. Both of them surrounded themselves with the trappings of religion. And both of them were regarded - by some - as god-like figures.

    

    So, what does this tell us about their followers? What does it tell us about the kind of people who would be drawn to Hitler - or to Trump? It could be people attracted to a “strongman” - an authoritarian; plus people approving the strongman’s lies, embracing nativism, despairing for their status in society, and yearning for a restoration of “greatness.” But most of all, they could be, simply, racist.

    

    Such people were the fertile ground upon which Trumpism flourished. But why was that ground chosen? And how were the first seeds planted? The germination of Trump’s cult can be explained by two particular factors: The Apprentice and Birtherism.

    

    The Apprentice raised Trump’s profile as a celebrity. Not only that, it made him a business celebrity, a savvy billionaire in a golden tower. And his popularity from Apprentice gave him the media exposure to publicly speculate about Obama’s birthplace. Perhaps, he took inspiration from the anti-Obama T-Party, with their slogan, “taking our country back.” The subsequent success of birtherism told Trump who his fan-base was, and how he could leverage them for political advantage.

    

    Most likely, Trump would not have been possible without Obama. The nation’s first Black President was hailed by many, but despised by some. Trump realized something many of us missed - the breadth and depth of animosity towards the man who would become his predecessor.

    

    That’s how the cult of Trump began. But then how did it grow to secure such a stranglehold over it’s adherents? To address that question, we looked at three major forces: demography, sociology, and psychology.

    

    1. Demography

    

    Who exactly, were the kinds of people Trump attracted? Are they consistent with the types of individuals that would be drawn by a Hitler, or by birtherism? After reviewing the numbers in Chapter V, we see Trump’s main demographics are race and education; that is, White race and non-college education. Secondary factors are gender and region; that is, male gender and rural, small town region.

    

    Indeed, non-college educated White males went for Trump in the 2020 election by a factor of almost 3-to-1. And that may explain why small town residents were attracted to the Republican. Rural America is 79% White, and only contain 10% of the nation’s college grads.

    

    But most striking is the Black vote. Eighty-seven percent of Black voters, in general, voted against Trump, including 90% of Black women. And those figures hold up regardless of education or residence.

    

    The stark racial divide between Whites and Blacks strongly supports a hypothesis of racism. This is especially likely when one considers college-educated Whites. They were mainly against Trump, despite their race. Education is highly correlated with racial tolerance.

    

    2. Sociology

    

    Simply knowing the kinds of people who favored Trump is a good start. It tells us their affinity for him. But it hardly explains their fanatical devotion. We need to look more closely at the gravitational forces that pulled them in.

    

    The “invitational edge” for Trump supporters began with receptivity, dislocation, and charisma. They were receptive to him because of their demographics, because most were already Republican, and because they got threatened by America’s growing diversity. They felt dislocated by the rural/urban culture wars. And they were intrigued by the billionaire celebrity reaching out to them.

    

    Having been lured, they then got hooked. Trump exacerbated the divisions that already existed. He portrayed an “us versus them” standoff on who is and isn’t a real American. He created an atmosphere of external isolation and internal cohesion. Cult members came to view outsiders as “the devil’s army,” at the same time as they were embraced into a “plausibility structure” of like-minded individuals.

    

    Within their cohesive new family, they were shut off from alternative views. “Does anybody think they’re totally corrupt and dishonest?” Trump bellowed, pointing at the mainstream press. “Yes!” the crowd roared in response. Under such circumstances, it would not only be folly but actually disloyal to listen, for example, to CNN.

    

    Instead, Trump bombarded them with “a single version of the truth.” A constant stream of propaganda flowed from Trump tweets, Trump rallies, Fox News, right-wing media, and other Trump supporters.

    

    Reinforcing commitment to the cult are signs, symbols, and rituals. These are all visible and action-based ways of announcing, “This is who I am - and who I’m not.” They are also “de-individuating mechanisms” because the follower is both wearing a uniform and acting in unison. He is committed.

    

    The final social factor, binding followers to the cult, is “extreme loyalty to the leader.” As one rallier cried, “Jesus is my President, and Trump is my Savior!” Trump rallies had the feel of a religious revival. Members expressed their devotion by not wearing masks in the midst of a deadly pandemic, and by not observing social distance. Trump demanded their adulation, and they were only too willing to give it.

    

    The social forces of the Trump cult are like the gravitational pull of a Black Hole. The invitational edge is like the Black Hole’s Event Horizon. As people approach that edge, we can see what’s happening to them and appreciate why they’re being drawn. Once they pass through that horizon, however, we lose sight of them.

    

    Their behavior becomes inscrutable to us. Inside that Black Hole of the cult, we can no longer appreciate the strength of the forces pressing in on them.

    

    We have to look closer.

    

    3. Psychology

    

    After we covered some of the major social forces operating on Trump cult followers, we then turned to the question of what it’s like being an individual under those forces. What is it like inside the Black Hole?

    

    The key focus here is on the individual’s concept of self. Louis Zurcher tells us that people with “exaggerated or exclusive social selves” are most vulnerable to the cult appeal. Such a fixation leads inevitably to comparisons of “better” or “less” than me. It leads to invidious distinction.

    

    It leads to hate and envy. This is especially true if they believe people “like them” aren’t getting what they deserve - if they suffer from “narcissistic injury.” So, when they hear Trump jeering, “Hey, you want to smash this guy in the face - I’ll pay the legal costs,” how does that feel? It feels like “the ecstasy of liberation.” They don’t have to hide their resentment any more. Someone is giving them permission to vent.

    

    Now, they want more. They cross that invitational edge and enter into membership. They wear the red caps, sport the MAGA emblem, parrot the cultic chants, watch right wing media, fall head-long in the Twitter-verse, and attend the rallies. But mainly, they associate with others like themselves, and become enfolded into their embrace. As Zurcher notes, “Few social groups offer so powerful a sense of social cohesion and belongingness.” Being a member of the cult of Trump becomes their new social identity.

    

    But membership comes with a cost. It demands, “total commitment to the role,” and a guiding ideology that “must be embraced categorically.” The more they rely on the leader for their definition of self, the more they can be manipulated.

    

    4. In Their Own Words

    

    We have seen expert analysis of the psychology of Trump cult members. But what about asking the members themselves? How do they explain their adherence? And does it match what the experts say?

    

    When interviewed, Trump followers gave five different accounts for siding with him. These include: practical, stylistic, racist/sexist, conspiratorial, and apocalyptic. Those with practical reasons cannot be counted as devout Trumpies, because they view the ex-President as merely as a means to an end. The same holds true for those with stylistic reasons. Styles are ephemeral.

    

    However, those who fall into the remaining three categories display a greater and greater commitment to membership in the cult. They express the bitterness of racism, the willingness to adopt preposterous conspiracy theories, and a worshipful conviction that, “God has chosen Trump for this hour.” These are all marks of the fanatic.

    

    5. Violence

    

    A cult is so extreme that the very word stands for “worship.” But not all cultic groups resort to violence. Members of fan clubs, for example, like those for Madonna or Michael Jackson, are quite devoted, but not aggressive. Two general factors differentiate cults that are violent from ones that are not. These include: amplification and violent content.

    

    What we see in violent cults is an amplification of all the factors leading to cults in the first place. In particular, they are more externally isolated, more internally cohesive, and more bound to a single version of the truth. Jonestown is a good illustration of this, but so is ISIS, Al Qaeda, or the Manson family.

    

    In terms of violent content, cultic groups that don’t preach violence, that don’t practice homicide or suicide drills, or that don’t perceive themselves “at war” with outsiders, are unlikely to ever to go to that extreme. When, however, Trump explicitly draws in groups like the Proud Boys or the Three Percenters, for whom violence is a way of life, and he encourages them in that behavior, their subsequent, murderous actions should not be a surprise.

    

    6. Mitigation

    

    How do we mitigate cult extremism? Do the opposite. Counteract the external isolation, internal cohesion, single version of the truth, and worship of the leader. At the societal level, perhaps the best way to accomplish this, is through education. Recall Trump once said, “I love uneducated people.” In addition, urbanization and integration promote acceptance of diversity, as well as normative dissonance.

    

    At the personal level, keep the lines of communication open. Don’t confront. But encourage a “mutable self,” for flexibility and adaptation.

    

    Finally, concerning dominance of the cult leader - take away his pulpit. If someone like Trump spews lies, hate, and violence, cut off his Twitter account.

    

    7. In Conclusion

    

    To understand why any rational human being would fall into the Black Hole of Trumpism, we can gain insight from demography, sociology, and psychology. In each case, there are always two stages. There’s the invitational edge in which people are drawn, but not yet hooked. Then, there’s the stage of commitment.

    

    It’s easy to understand the first stage, but hard to grasp the second. That’s when people fall into the Black Hole of cult fanaticism, and become opaque to us outsiders.

    

    What might help our understanding is, first, to realize there are two stages. People usually don’t jump into the deep end right away. Second, we need to appreciate once inside the cult, the pressure is intense. All of the factors cited above are self-reinforcing, and escalate to such an extreme that outsiders are “the devil’s army,” “Trump is my Savior,” and, if need be, “I will die for him.”
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