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Introduction

The Republican party was in big trouble, and Lindsey Graham knew 
it. It was January 21, 2016, and the senator was taking questions at a 
press conference. A month earlier, he had abandoned his campaign for 
the Republican presidential nomination. Now two men he despised, 
Donald Trump and Sen. Ted Cruz, were leading the race. 

Graham thought either of them, if nominated, would lose the general 
election. Choosing between them, he told reporters, was “like being shot 
or poisoned. What does it really matter?”

Two months later, in March, Graham changed his mind. He endorsed 
Cruz and joked that it was better to be poisoned than shot. “Donald is 
like being shot in the head,” Graham told talk-show host Trevor Noah. 
“You might ’nd an antidote to poisoning, I donBt know. Out maybe 
thereBs time.”

Graham was wrong. Trump wasnBt a shot to the head. He didnBt kill 
the GPx. In fact, he won the election.

Trump turned out to be poison. Pver the neUt ’ve years, he thor-
oughly corrupted GrahamBs party. Republican leaders had time to coun-
teract the poison, but they never did. Pne reason was that the poison 
moved slowly. Graham and other Republican politicians lost the ability 
to see what they were becoming. They rallied around an authoritarian, 
eUcused authoritarian acts, and embraced authoritarian ideas.

This is a story about how that happened.
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Oefore we start, I should tell you what this article isnBt. It isnBt a rant 
about GrahamBs servility or hypocrisy. And it isnBt a pro’le.  

Many other journalists have written about Graham and Trump. Most 
of them have focused on the personal relationship between the two men. 
They eUamine the ways in which GrahamBs evolution was distinctive.

IBm not interested in whatBs distinctive about Graham. IBm interested 
in what isnBt. How does his story illuminate what happened to the whole 
Republican party? How did the poison work?

We need to answer these questions because the authoritarian threat 
is bigger than one man. Donald TrumpBs ascent to the presidency de-
stroyed the myth that the Fnited States was immune to despotism. Pur 
institutions and the people who run them are vulnerable. We have to 
confront these vulnerabilities and learn how to deal with them before 
our democracy is threatened again.

So why focus on Graham?
:irst, because he was a central player in the Republican partyBs capitu-

lation to Trump. And second, because he talked constantly. He produced 
an enormous trove of interviews, speeches, press brie’ngs, and social 
media posts. Through these records, we can see how he changed, week 
to week and month to month. We can watch the poison work.

ItBs a slow death. The surrender to despotism doesnBt happen all at 
once. It advances in stages  a step, a rationalization. Another step, an-
other rationalization. The deeper you go, the more you need to justify. 
You say what you need to say. You believe what you need to believe.

So letBs go back to the beginning. LetBs see who Lindsey Graham was 
before he drank the poison.





Chapter 1

Graham's Moral Clarity

T rump announced his presidential campaign in June 2015. Right 
away, Graham recognized how dangerous he was.                      

Trump had long peddled the myth that President Barack Obama was 
a Muslim born in Kenya. In his announcement speech, Trump implied 
that most Mexican immigrants were rapists or drug mules.

Graham assessed the New York businessman as “hateful,” a “kook,” 
a “demagogue,” and a “race-baiting, xenophobic, religious bigot” who 
“represents the worst in America.” He identived patterns of beha:ior 
that made Trump a menace to the nation’ belligerence, ruthlessness, 
indijerence to facts, and a penchant for targeting minorities.

But Trump wasn6t qust a demagogue. He called for authoritarian mea-
sures. Graham condemned each of them.

Stealing oil from U.S.-occupied countries. 
On August 1?, 2015, Trump said American troops should “take o:er 

the oil” in Ira4 and use the provts to “take back money for our soldiers.”
Graham denounced this idea as theft. “Is that what we are coming 

down toF” he asked. “To say we are going to send an American ground 
force back to Ira4 to get their oilF . . . Is that who we are as Americans 
nowF”

Deporting American citizens. 
Trump demanded the mass expulsion of illegal immigrants. On Au-

gust 2L, Cox News host Bill O6Reilly asked him whether he would deport 
a hypothetical 8os Angeles family in which the parents were undocu-



WILLIAM SALETAN2

mented but the children were “American citizens, born here.” Trump 
said he would.

Graham called Trump6s position “Joseph Mc9arthy-like.” He point-
ed out that “deporting American citizens, children of illegal immigrants, 
is unconstitutional.”

Summary execution. 
On October U, Trump said Bowe Bergdahl, an Army sergeant who 

was under in:estigation for possible desertion but had yet to be charged, 
“should ha:e been executed.”

Graham protested that Trump, with lethal intent, was proposing to 
“deny due process.” 

Banning Muslims. 
On No:ember 1S, Trump endorsed sur:eillance of Muslims in the 

Vnited Wtates. Graham rebuked him, explaining that “it6s not consti-
tutional to follow someone because of their faith.” He warned that 
Trump was fomenting sectarian persecution. As an illustration, Graham 
pointed to a 3irginia mayor6s suggestion that the internment of Japanese 
Americans during Dorld Dar II could be a model for dealing with Wyrian 
refugees.

“I6m running for president of the United Wtates, where you can come 
and worship God your way or not at all,” said Graham. “There6s 7,500 
American Muslims in uniform. . . . Dhat are they vghting for as Ameri-
can MuslimsF The same freedoms that you and I enqoy. God bless them.”

On Eecember &, Trump called for a “complete shutdown of Mus-
lims entering the Vnited Wtates.” Graham, in response, accused Trump 
of “playing on prequdice.” “@:ery candidate for president needs to do 
the right thing ( condemn )Realdonaldtrump6s statement,” Graham 
tweeted.

Retributive torture. 
On No:ember 27, Trump said detainees accused of terrorism should 

be waterboarded e:en if their sujering elicited no information. “If it 
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doesn6t work, they deser:e it anyway,” said Trump. In a debate on Ceb-
ruary ?, 201?, he repeated’ “I would bring back waterboarding, and I6d 
bring back a hell of a lot worse than waterboarding.”

After the debate, Graham disa:owed Trump6s remarks. “De don6t 
torture people,” he said. “That makes us better.”

Targeting noncombatants. 
In Eecember 2015, Trump said he would “take out” terrorists6 family 

members, threaten the “li:es” of those family members, or make them 
“sujer.” He said he would do this intentionally, not qust as collateral 
damage ‘in a strike aimed at the terrorists themsel:es— or during interro-
gations to a:ert an imminent attack, but as “retribution” and a deterrent. 

8ater, when Trump was ad:ised that the military might refuse such 
orders because they were illegal, he shot back’ “They6re not going to 
refuse me. . . . If I say, /Eo it,6 they6re going to do it.”

Graham was appalled. He protested that Trump would “kill . . . in-
nocent people” and make the Vnited Wtates “barbaric like our enemies.” 
In March and April 201?, Graham threatened not to support Trump 
in a general election, in part because Trump might “order our troops to 
commit war crimes.”

Graham didn6t qust repudiate Trump6s sa:agery. He castigated the Re-
publican National 9ommittee and other Republican presidential can-
didates for failing to qoin in the repudiation.

“Dhere is the party leadershipF” Graham demanded in August 2015, 
as Trump promoted bigotry, oil theft, and :iolations of the 9onstitu-
tion. “Dhere are the other candidatesF” Months later, Graham com-
plained that the candidates were “eerily silent” about Trump6s proposed 
Muslim ban.

In Graham6s :iew, the silence was dangerous for three reasons. 
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Appeasement encourages the aggressor. 
As Trump preached barbarism and surged in the primaries, Graham 

heaped scorn on Republican leaders who “hid in the corner, because they 
were worried about the conse4uences of taking on the bully.” Yielding 
to the bully would only embolden the bully.

Appeasement corrupts the appeasers. At a campaign stop in 
Portsmouth, New Hampshire, three days after Trump proposed the 
Muslim ban, Graham told Republicans that if the GOP failed to stand 
up to this demagogue, it would lose its reason for existence. “I6m not 
afraid of him lea:ing,” Graham said of Trump6s threat to bolt the party. 
“You know what I6m afraid ofF That we’re afraid of him lea:ing.”

“8et  your  fear  go,  folks,  as  Republicans,”  Graham  told  the 
Portsmouth audience. “Wtand up for what makes us great. Tell Eonald 
Trump, /You6re wrong.6 Eon6t be afraid of him lea:ing and losing an 
election. I6m not afraid of losing an election. I6m afraid of losing our 
soul.”

Appeasement empowers the mob. The menace on the horizon 
wasn6t qust Trump. It was Trump6s :oters. Behind the authoritarian was 
an audience that lo:ed his brashness, his bigotry, and his contempt for 
rules. Republican leaders were tiptoeing around Trump to a:oid alien-
ating those :oters.

Graham didn6t want to cater to these people. In Weptember 2015, he 
lamented that Trump had “consolidated all the Republicans who think 
Obama6s a Muslim and that he was born in Kenya.” “I6m going for the 
other crowd,” said Graham.

Two weeks later, at a Trump rally, a man in the audience claimed that 
Obama was a Muslim and “not e:en an American.” Trump, instead of 
correcting the man, played along. Graham was mortived. “De6re looking 
for a leader who will push back at this kind of hateful stuj,” he pleaded. 
“Eon6t be afraid of losing a :ote.”

As other candidates placated Trump and courted his :oters, Graham 
berated them. In Eecember, 9ruz declined to condemn Trump6s pro-
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posed Muslim ban, and he ojered his own plan to suspend entry of 
Middle @astern refugees. Graham, in disgust, accused 9ruz of “trying to 
get all the Trump people when Trump falls.”

“This is not a policy debate, Ted,” said Graham. “This is about you 
and us and our character as a party.” 

One moment is particularly haunting. It was March &, 201?, after a 
string of primaries had essentially winnowed the race to Trump and 
9ruz. Graham, who had suspended his own campaign months earli-
er, was on 9NN, imploring Republicans of good will to unite against 
Trump. In addition to Trump6s “race baiting” and “religious bigotry,” 
the senator reminded :iewers that Trump had “said he would order our 
soldiers to kill innocent children, ci:ilian noncombatants.”

In the inter:iew, Graham acknowledged that his party6s sickness went 
deeper than Trump. He estimated that 75 percent to L0 percent of 
Republicans felt “the world that they knew growing up is being lost. 
They feel like the Mexicans are taking their qobs. . . . There6s a market out 
there for /Wend them all back.6” Trump was gaining strength, Graham 
explained, because he knew how to “prey on people6s fear.”

Republican leaders could ha:e inter:ened to stop Trump, but they 
hadn6t. “Dhen he said most illegal immigrants are rapists and drug 
dealers . . . looking back, we should ha:e basically kicked him out of 
the party,” said Graham. Instead, the party6s elders and ri:al presidential 
candidates had “hid in the corner,” allowing the menace to “grow.”

That was a fatal mistake, said Graham. “Any time you ignore what 
could be an e:il force, you wind up regretting it.”

Graham thought he was talking about the past. He didn6t realize that 
he was describing the future.
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Of Losing and Winning

How did a senator who clearly understood e:ery element of the on-
coming disaster Trump, his angry fan base, and the timidity of the 
Republican elite become part of the e:il that followedF The vrst piece 
of the answer is that Graham, like many other Republicans who initially 
opposed Trump, had made a political calculation. And that calculation 
turned out to be wrong.

In T3 appearances, Graham often said he would “rather lose without 
Trump than try to win with him.” That sounded bra:e. But Graham 
didn6t really belie:e Trump could win. He didn6t think he might need 
to suck up to Trump, because he assumed that the businessman-candi-
date was so toxic in particular, so abrasi:e to women and to Hispanic 
:oters that e:en if he managed to win the nomination, he would lose 
badly in a general election.

Wo in 2015 and early 201?, Graham found it relati:ely easy to speak 
out against Trump. He didn6t think he had much to lose. His courage 
hadn6t been tested.

In May 201?, that began to change.

On the morning of May 7, the day of the Indiana primary, Trump went 
on Cox News and falsely suggested that 9ruz6s father was in:ol:ed in 
the assassination of President John C. Kennedy. The smear :indicated 
e:erything Graham had said about Trump. “Any doubt left Trump is 
completely unhingedF” Graham asked on Twitter. “His assertion Ted 
9ruz6s father was associated with 8ee Har:ey Oswald should remo:e 
A88 doubt.”

That night, as the returns came in from Indiana, it became clear that 
Trump had beaten 9ruz soundly. 9ruz dropped out of the race, lea:ing 
Trump as the presumpti:e nominee.
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This was a turning point in Trump6s rise to power. By capturing the 
nomination, he established himself as the sole alternati:e to the likely 
Eemocratic nominee, Hillary 9linton. And that step, in turn, ga:e e:ery 
Republican politician a stake in his candidacy. Dith Trump at the head 
of the ticket, the party6s hopes of holding the House and Wenate hinged 
on how well he performed against 9linton.

Vp to this point, Graham and other Republican critics of Trump 
had depicted his slurs, outbursts, and despotic ideas as e:idence of his 
unvtness for o;ce. Now they had an incenti:e to reformulate their 
criticisms as ad:ice. Instead of reqecting him as an unacceptable leader, 
they would ask him to stop saying unacceptable things.

Initially, Graham resisted this pi:ot. In a 9NN inter:iew on May ? 
and a formal statement on May S, he repeated that he couldn6t “in good 
conscience support” the presumpti:e nominee, since Trump hadn6t 
“displayed the qudgment and temperament to ser:e as 9ommander in 
9hief.”

But Graham6s refusal came with a ca:eat. If Trump were to beat 
9linton if he were to become president Graham would set aside his 
misgi:ings.

“Eo you think he has any ability to pro:e you wrongF” 9NN6s Eana 
Bash asked Graham.

“Yes,” said Graham. “He can win.”

On May 11, v:e days after that inter:iew, Trump phoned Graham. He 
chatted him up and asked for ad:ice on national security. Graham lo:ed 
it. This was what the senator had hoped for. If he couldn6t be president, 
he wanted to shape the president6s foreign policy.

Almost immediately, Graham began to change the way he talked 
about Trump. On May 12, he praised the presumpti:e nominee for 
asking “good 4uestions” and for “reaching out to many people . . . a wise 
mo:e on his part.” Graham said he had enqoyed their con:ersation, and 
he credited Trump with a “great sense of humor.”
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On May 20, Graham returned to 9NN. He thanked Trump for 
calling “to pick my brain,” and he did something that would soon be-
come a routine practice for establishment Republicans’ ad:ising Trump 
through the T3. @:eryone knew Trump watched cable news, so Graham 
spoke directly to him. “Here is what I would say to Mr. Trump,” said 
Graham, addressing the situation in Wyria. On North Korea, the senator 
counseled’ “I would focus on 9hina.” On Ira4’ “Here6s what I would 
tell Mr. Trump.”

The inter:iewer, 9NN6s Kate Bolduan, noted the change in Gra-
ham6s demeanor. “Are you warming to Eonald TrumpF” she asked.

“Dell, I6ll talk to him,” said Graham. “De ha:e maqor dijerences. . . . 
But he6s got a 50 50 chance of being president.”

Graham was starting to let go of his resistance to Trump. It wasn6t 
qust because of Trump6s attery. Graham also had practical reasons. He 
wanted Republicans to keep control of 9ongress. And he hoped that if 
Trump won, he could build a relationship with the new president and 
in uence the administration6s foreign policy.

But Graham didn6t want to think of himself as a sellout. He didn6t 
want to think he was abandoning the principles he had articulated in 
opposition to Trump. He wanted to belie:e that for some good reason, 
those principles no longer applied.

And so, in the days after his phone call with Trump, Graham began 
to formulate a rationale for accepting the authoritarian candidate.

The rationale was democracy.

Motivated Reasoning

Dhen people ask how an aspiring authoritarian gained power in the 
Vnited Wtates, they often assume that our democratic system or democ-
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ratic culture should ha:e thwarted him. But qust the opposite happened. 
America6s self-image as a strong, rational democracy contributed, para-
doxically, to Trump6s ascent. Dithin the Republican party, his success in 
polls and primaries earned him respect as the people6s candidate. And 
that ga:e politicians like Graham an excuse to bend the knee.

In the vrst weeks of Trump6s campaign, Graham predicted that the 
newcomer would lose because Americans, and Republicans in particu-
lar, were too good to elect such a scoundrel.

  “I belie:e in democracy,” Graham declared at a forum in Iowa 
on July 1U, 2015. He said Trump would lose because “the good 
people of Iowa, the good people of New Hampshire, and the 
good people of Wouth 9arolina are going to vgure this out.”

  “He will fade o:er time,” Graham said of Trump on July 22, 
2015. “I ha:e a lot of convdence in the Republican party.” @:en 
if Trump were to win the nomination, the senator :entured, 
“There6s no way he could win a national election . . . because 
America is a good place.”

  “There ha:e been people in the past who ha:e been demagogues 
that prey on the weak, the dijerent, that appeal to our prequ-
dices,” Graham obser:ed in another July 22 inter:iew. “8et me 
tell you how it always ends’ The demagogue loses. Because this 
is America.”

None of those predictions came true. Trump didn6t fade. He captured 
the nomination. The “good people” of Wouth 9arolina 8indsey Gra-
ham6s base :oted for Trump in that state6s Republican primary.

9learly, Graham had miscalculated. Maybe the :oters were wrong. 
Maybe America wasn6t always a good place. Maybe sometimes the dem-
agogue won.

But to face that possibility, Graham would ha:e to rethink e:erything. 
He would ha:e to oppose the Republican ticket. He would ha:e to 
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reconsider his role in the party. He would ha:e to defy the :oters of his 
own state.

Wo instead, he turned the other way. He told himself that democracy 
had worked. The good and wise Republicans of Wouth 9arolina and 
other states had chosen Trump, not Graham. They must ha:e known 
better than Graham did. And if the good people of America went on to 
elect Trump, then Graham would accept their qudgment. He wouldn6t 
qust tolerate their decision  he would embrace it. He would defer to the 
people6s :erdict. He would withdraw his criticisms of Trump.

Eid Graham really belie:e thisF Eid he honestly think that the :oters 
knew best and that their ballots somehow cleansed TrumpF Probably 
not. But that was the rationale Graham began to articulate in public. 
And o:er time, he increasingly beha:ed as though he did belie:e it. That6s 
how rationales often work. You espouse them at vrst uncertainly or 
insincerely, later with con:iction because you need them to qustify 
what you6:e done or what you want to do.

That6s what Graham did as he turned toward Trump. On May 20, 
when Bolduan asked Graham if he was warming to Trump, Graham 
pointed out that Trump “did an amazing thing. He beat me and, you 
know, 1? other people.” And when Bolduan asked whether Trump was 
un4ualived to be president, Graham no longer responded in the a;r-
mati:e. “That6s up to the American people,” he told her.

In the name of respecting the people6s will, Graham renounced his 
right to qudge the man who had earned his party6s nomination. He 
pleaded that it was “uncomfortable to say that somebody6s not 4ualived, 
who beat you.”

Through the summer and fall of 201?, Trump continued to lash out 
at minorities, the democratic process, and the rule of law. In June, 
he claimed that Gonzalo 9uriel, a federal qudge born in the Vnited 
Wtates, should be barred from presiding o:er a Trump-related lawsuit be-
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cause the qudge6s “heritage” presented “an inherent con ict of interest.” 
Trump explained’ “De6re building a wall. He6s a Mexican.”

Trump also said a Muslim qudge might be ineligible to preside o:er the 
case. A few days later, after a terrorist shooting in Orlando, he denounced 
immigration from “Muslim countries” and repeated his call for “the 
ban.” In July, he falsely suggested that Khizr Khan, the father of an 
American soldier who had died ser:ing in Ira4, had pre:ented his wife 
from speaking at the Eemocratic con:ention because their family was 
Muslim.

In rallies, inter:iews, and debates, Trump told his followers that 
American democracy was a sham and that if he were to lose, the outcome 
would be illegitimate. In August, he predicted that the “election is going 
to be rigged.” He asserted that if 9linton were to win Pennsyl:ania, it 
would mean that Eemocrats had “cheated.” In Weptember, he refused to 
say that he would accept 9linton as president. In October, he accused 
the Obama administration of letting illegal immigrants “pour into the 
country so they can go and :ote.” He repeated that “the election is 
absolutely being rigged . . . at many polling places,” and he refused to 
pledge that he would accept the results, claiming that “millions of people 
that are registered to :ote . . . shouldn6t be registered.”

Dhen reporters pressed Graham about Trump6s eruptions, the sena-
tor expressed his disappro:al. But he no longer portrayed these episodes 
as e:idence of Trump6s unvtness. Instead, he described them as polit-
ically unhelpful, and he urged Trump to re:ise them or at least not to 
repeat them.

Dhen Trump called for a crackdown on Muslim immigration after 
the Orlando shooting, Graham nudged him to “get back on track.” 
Dhen Trump smeared the Khans, Graham counseled him to mo:e on. 
“If you really want to be president . . . this is the best chance you6ll e:er 
get,” Graham told the nominee :ia a 9NN inter:iew. “@:ery day that we 
talk about Mr. Khan and Eonald Trump, it6s bad for Trump.”
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Graham still recognized Trump as an authoritarian. On June &, he ac-
knowledged that Trump6s attacks on 9uriel were “not consistent with 
a rule-of-law nation.” But nine days later after Trump had repeated 
his call for “the ban” on tra:el from Muslim countries Graham told 
conser:ati:e radio host Hugh Hewitt that his main concern was keeping 
Trump on message so Republicans could hold 9ongress. “I think the 
Wenate is 50 50 if Trump can keep it close,” said Graham.

Graham no longer focused on protecting America from Trump. In-
stead, he focused on protecting the GOP6s electoral prospects, which 
in turn meant protecting Trump from himself. In 2015, Graham had 
sought to expose Trump6s autocratic personality  now he tried to hide 
it. 

In addition, Graham no longer saw Trump6s resilience his ability to 
rise in polls despite one damning statement or re:elation after anoth-
er as a troubling sign. Instead, he saw the nominee6s indestructibility 
as an asset.

“Trump is getting better,” Graham boasted as Trump closed the gap 
with 9linton in early Weptember. “You can see a more disciplined mes-
sage. . . . He6s had massi:e political body blows that would knock any-
body else out.” If Trump could qust “hold it together for another eight 
weeks,” said Graham, “you6re going to ha:e one hell of a race.” Two 
weeks later, he urged Trump to “take it to her. . . . If you win, Eonald, 
I6ll help you where I can.”

In the vnal weeks, Trump absorbed more blows, including the release 
of an Access Hollywood :ideo that showed him bragging about groping 
women. But Diki8eaks, using material hacked by the Russian go:ern-
ment, came to his aid by leaking emails to embarrass 9linton. Dhen 
Trump, in his vnal debate with 9linton, refused to pledge that he would 
accept the election6s outcome, Graham complained that the nominee 
was “doing the party and country a great disser:ice.” It was a telling 
construction’ party vrst, country second. Dhat worried Graham most 
was that Trump6s attacks on democracy might cost the GOP a :ictory.

They didn6t. On election night, Graham watched in amazement as 
Trump beat 9linton. Better yet, Republicans kept the House and Wen-
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ate. The party6s work to prop up Trump had paid oj. He was going to 
be president.

And Graham was going to become his best friend in 9ongress. It was 
time to get to work.



Chapter 2

A Trump's Best Friend

O n November 17, 2016, a week after Trump’s election, Graham 
went on TV to start sucking up. He had congratulated the pres-

ident-elect; now he wanted to build a relationship. “I’m in the book. 
Call me if you need me,” Graham told Trump through the CNN cam-
era.

Sucking up to a new president was normal. But sucking up to this 
president would be diAerent. Jlready, Trump had indicated that he 
would make his son-in-law, Kared qushner, a power broker in the gov-
ernment. It was the kind of thing monarchs and dictators did. But 
Graham, when he was asked about it, chose not to [uibble. “I am all for 
it,” the senator told CNN. “I’m all for him ]qushnerP being able to help 
jresident Trump in any fashion the president deems appropriate.”

Any fashion the president deems appropriate. Graham wasn’t Wust en-
dorsing the arrangement. He was signaling that Trump could do as he 
pleased.

But Graham wasn’t oAering his fealty for nothing. He had a worthy 
purpose in mind.

Rhen critics write about the GOj’s capitulation to Trump, they tend 
to dismiss the capitulators as hollow careerists. In some cases, that’s true. 
But even people with strong commitments and good intentions can end 
up collaborating with an authoritarian.
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Graham, for instance, cared intensely about national security and 
foreign policy. That gave Trump enormous leverage over him, because 
on those subWects, the president had almost total control.

Trump was an isolationist. Graham was an internationalist. He hoped 
to persuade Trump to keep troops in Syria, support NJTO, and stand 
up to :ussia. It would be a huge undertaking and a constant struggle.

In studying Graham’s transformation, this was one of the most strik-
ing things I foundU In moments when Graham was most —ercely defend-
ing Trump’s abuses of power, he was simultaneously lobbying Trump to 
adopt, or at least not to abandon, hawkish foreign policies. Jt times, the 
senator all but admitted that he viewed this as a transaction.

Graham wanted the xnited States to stand up to tyrants abroad. Jnd 
to achieve that, he was willing to compromise the rule of law at home.

The other thing you have to understand about Grahamzand about 
many other :epublicans who initially seemed too sensible to yield to 
Trumpzis that they fell for the president-elect’s buAoonery.

Cynics sometimes say that Jmerican democracy survived Trump’s 
presidency because unlike successful autocrats in other countries, he was 
too stupid and self-absorbed to gain absolute power. That might be true. 
But in seducing :epublican elders, Trump’s stupidity was an asset.

Graham and many of his colleagues knew Trump was a brute. But they 
also knew he was an idiot, and this gave them a false sense of security. 
They thought he was too inept to endanger the republic.

The :epublicans who made pilgrimages to Trump Tower after the 
2016 election, and who later paid their respects at the Rhite House, 
didn’t see themselves as Trump’s pawns. They thought they were ma-
nipulating him. Jnd this illusion of control blinded them to the force 
he gradually e9erted over them.

Graham, without realiMing it, had a useful term for this Trumpian 
force. The term was “orbit.”

To Graham, being in Trump’s orbit meant access. In a 201L interview 
with New York Times Magazine reporter ‘ark ?eibovich, the senator 
would use this term to describe how he had plotted his approach to 
Trump. “I went from, YOq, he’s president’ to YHow can I get to be in 
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his orbitD’” Graham e9plained. Then, over time, Graham had worked his 
way into Trump’s “smaller orbit.”

Graham described this process as though he were maneuvering a 
spacecraft. But orbits are tricky. Once you’re in orbit, you no longer 
control your traWectory. Fou’re in the grip of the obWect you’re orbiting. 
Jnd it can be hard to escape.

In the early days of 2017, Graham began to work his way into Trump’s 
circle. He (attered the incoming president and abased himself. “Eonald, 
you beat me like a drum,” he told Trump in a 3o9 News interview. “Re’re 
going to make Jmerica great again.”

Backstage, Graham reached out to qushner. By ‘arch, he was lunch-
ing with Trump, e9changing Wokes, and oAering advice on Iran and 
North qorea. “I’m humbled by being beat, and I accept your victory,” 
he told the president. He would later recall telling Trump, during this 
conversation, “I am all in for you.”

Over the ne9t several weeks, their relationship grewU dinners, long 
phone calls, and eventually golf. xnder Graham’s in(uence, Trump’s 
foreign policy became more assertive. But at home, Trump was incorri-
gible. He continued to attack human rights and democratic institutions. 
Graham, despite his concerns, oAered only entreaties and half-hearted 
attempts to coach the president.

Here’s some of what Trump did in the months after his electionU

He alleged massive voter fraud. In late November 2016, Trump 
claimed that millions of illegal ballots had robbed him of victory in the 
popular vote. )He had won the 5lectoral College but lost the popular 
vote by nearly 4 million ballots.8 Trump repeated this falsehood in his 
—rst days in o ce.

No previous president had so wildly slandered Jmerican democracy. 
But Graham responded only with political advice. “Ratch what you say,” 
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he counseled Trump, or “you’re going to shake con—dence in your ability 
to lead the country.”

He refused to acknowledge foreign interference. In Eecember 
2016, when x.S. intelligence agencies concluded that :ussia had in-
terfered in the election on Trump’s behalf, Trump reWected their —nd-
ings and attacked the agencies. Graham recogniMed Trump’s reaction 
as pathologicalU Trump viewed any talk of foreign interference as an 
attack on him, and he couldn’t distinguish the national interest from 
his personal interest. This made him mentally incapable of confronting 
:ussia over anti-Jmerican operations that were designed to help Trump 
politically.

But Graham didn’t want to antagoniMe Trump. So in Kanuary, he 
credited the president-elect with “progress” toward acknowledging what 
:ussia had done. Jnd in ‘arch, he pleaded on behalf of the intelligence 
agenciesU “I would beg the president to recogniMe them as the heroes they 
are.”

He defended torture. On Kanuary 2 , —ve days into his presidency, 
Trump rea rmed his support for torture. ISIS was “chopping oA the 
heads of our people,” he fumed, and “we have to —ght —re with —re.” But 
two days later, he grudgingly agreed to defer to Eefense Secretary Kames 
‘attis, who opposed waterboarding.

Graham decided that was good enough. He set aside the moral [ues-
tion, on which Trump was unrepentant, and applauded the president 
for yielding to ‘attis’s position that “torture, including waterboarding, 
is not an eAective tool for obtaining information.”

He attacked the press. On 3ebruary 17, Trump called the “3Jq5 
N5RS media” “the enemy of the Jmerican people.” Graham disagreed, 
but he brushed oA Trump’s menacing language, and he said the pres-
ident had a point. “Jmerica is not becoming a dictatorship,” Graham 
scoAed when he was asked about Trump’s statement. He added, “I 
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would say this to the Jmerican press corpsU Rhen it comes to Trump, 
you are over the top. Fou are acting more like an opposition party.”

He claimed that his predecessor had wiretapped him. On ‘arch 
, Trump accused Obama of “tapping my phones in October, Wust prior 

to ]theP 5lection.” Trump’s allegation was biMarre and false, but Graham 
dismissed it as a side issue. Rhen the senator was asked whether Trump 
should apologiMe, he ducked. “That’s up to him,” said Graham. “He’s 
the president.”

Jgain and again, Graham downplayed Trump’s eruptions or pre-
tended that he could be coached out of them. But it was Graham, not 
Trump, who began to change.

The clearest e9ample was Trump’s persistent campaign to block ‘us-
lims from entering the xnited States. In Eecember 201 , when Trump 
—rst proposed the idea, Graham denounced it. Then, in Kune 2016, 
Trump modi—ed his language to hide the bigotry. Instead of referring 
e9plicitly to ‘uslimszagainst whom Trump continued to display an-
imuszthe new version of the ban would apply to “areas of the world 
where there’s a proven history of terrorism.”

Jt that time, in 2016, Graham held —rm against the euphemism and 
the ban. “I’m unnerved to hear that Eonald Trump talks about a ‘uslim 
ban as the way to solve the problem,” he said.

But Trump didn’t let up. J week into his presidency, he announced 
a ban on “entry into the xnited States” from “countries referred to in 
section 217)a8)128” of the Immigration and NaturaliMation Jct. That 
meant seven predominantly ‘uslim countriesU Iran, Ira[, ?ibya, Soma-
lia, Sudan, Syria, and Femen.

This time, Graham accepted the euphemism. “It’s clearly not a ‘us-
lim ban,” the senator argued on 3o9 News. “There are Christians and 
other people in these countries that can’t travel either.”

Graham’s rationaliMation was spurious. On the same day Trump an-
nounced the ban, he promised to make it easier for ‘iddle 5astern 
Christiansznot ‘uslimszto come to the xnited States. But now that 
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Trump was president, Graham didn’t want to —ght with him. So he 
ignored Trump’s bigotry, and he said courts had no authority to “sec-
ond-guess” the president’s decision.

Altered Bargains

3or three months, Graham’s bargainzgoing easy on Trump’s domestic 
behavior while pressing him on foreign policyzpaid oA. 3rom Syria to 
Iran to North qorea, Trump was doing what Graham wanted. “I am, 
like, the happiest dude in Jmerica,” Graham e9ulted in a 3o9 News 
interview on Jpril 1L. “I am all in. . . . ‘r. jresident, you’re doing a good 
Wob. qeep it up.”

Then, on ‘ay L, Trump —red 3BI Eirector Kames Comey.
The Comey —ring, while technically legal, was a blatantly author-

itarian act. The 3BI had been investigating relationships between the 
:ussian government and the 2016 Trump campaign. Trump had Wust 
—red the man in charge of that investigation. It was the kind of thing 
that happened all the time in autocracies. Now it was happening in the 
xnited States.

In a phone call before the announcement, Trump gave Graham a cover 
story. He told Graham that Eeputy Jttorney General :od :osenstein 
had instigated the —ring and that the reasons, which had nothing to do 
with the :ussia investigation, were laid out in a memo from :osenstein.

Graham, like other congressional :epublicans, bought the story and 
peddled it on TV. “To suggest otherwise, show me proof,” he said.

Jlmost immediately, the story fell apart. On ‘ay 10, the Washington 
Post reported that Trump had told :osenstein to create the memo as 
a prete9t for the —ring. On ‘ay 11, in an interview with NBC News, 
Trump said he had been thinking about “this :ussia thing with Trump 
and :ussia” when he decided to —re Comey. That same day, the Times 
reported that Trump, according to Comey, had privately pressed Comey 
for his loyaltyzwith apparently unsatisfactory resultszbefore —ring 
him.
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On ‘ay 16, the Times reported that Trump had been trying to cor-
rupt Comey for months and that Comey had documented this pressure 
campaign in contemporaneous memos. One of the memos described a 
3ebruary 1  meeting at which Trump had asked Comey to drop the 
3BI’s investigation of ‘ike 3lynnzat the time, Trump’s national se-
curity advisorzfor lying to the 3BI. Speci—cally, 3lynn had misled the 
3BI about his back-channel phone calls with :ussia’s ambassador to the 
xnited States in Eecember, shortly after :ussia helped Trump win the 
election.

By this point, it was clear that Trump had —red Comey because 
Comey had ignored Trump’s signals to curtail the :ussia investigation. 
The —ring was corrupt, and Graham knew it.

How can we tell Graham knew itD Because in numerous on-camera 
interviews, he spoke candidly about Trump, Comey, and the investiga-
tion.

3rom Graham’s interviews during this time, we know he believedU

  that Comey was honest,

  that Trump often lied,

  that Trump had pressed Comey for personal loyalty,

  that Trump had asked Comey to “go easy” on 3lynn, and

  that Trump, by his own admission, had —red Comey over the 
investigation.
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Based on these beliefs, we can infer that Graham also knewU

  that Trump had used :osenstein to cover up his corrupt mo-
tives, and

  that Trump, as he continued to deny Comey’s account, was still 
lying.

In the days and weeks after the —ring, Graham repeatedly implored 
Trump not to impede or shut down the investigation, especially after 
it was handed oA to Special Counsel :obert ‘ueller. That’s another 
window into Graham’s mindU He felt it was necessary to tell Trump not 
to obstruct the in[uiry, because he believed this was what Trump wanted 
to do.

In a Kune  interview on CBS News, when Graham was asked about 
Trump’s private attempts to coerce Comey, the senator admitted what 
he really thought of the presidentU “Half of what Trump does is not okay. 
If you try to convict him for being a bull in a china shop, crude and rude, 
you’d win. I mean . . . this is Eonald Trump.”

Rhat Graham recogniMed in Comey’s memos and in Trump’s pub-
lic behavior was con—rmation of everything Graham had said in 201 . 
Trump had the mentality of an autocrat. Now that he was in power, he 
was trying to rule like an autocrat. He hadn’t changed a bit.

But Graham had. He was now an in(uential adviser to the president. 
He was in Trump’s orbit.

Trump’s Pro-Bono Lawyer

The Comey —ring was a turning point in Graham’s relationship with 
Trump. In 2016, he had tried to coach Trump through a series of author-
itarian outbursts. Jt that time, the stakes were lower, because Trump 
was only a candidate. Then Trump became president and continued the 
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outbursts. The danger to the country had increased, but again, Graham 
con—ned himself to coaching.

The Comey —ring, coupled with the e9posure of Trump’s eAorts to 
corrupt the :ussia investigation, escalated the crisis. Trump now held 
the power of the presidency, and he was using it to shield himself from 
accountability. He was directly attacking the rule of law.

Graham believed in the rule of law. But he didn’t want to turn his back 
on the president in whom he had invested so much. So he looked for a 
way to defend Trump without betraying the law.

The solution, he decided, was to become, in eAect, Trump’s attorney.
In the weeks after Trump —red Comey, Graham continued to speak 

to Trump through TV cameras. But the senator’s advice was no longer 
about Syria or Iran. It was about the :ussia investigation.

Graham wasn’t a member of the president’s legal team. But he had 
worked as a defense attorney in the military, and he knew what kind 
of counsel Trump needed. “Fou need to listen to your lawyers, ‘r. 
jresident,” he told Trump in one interview. “I am trying to help you. 
But every time you tweet, it makes it harder on all of us who are trying 
to help you.”

Thinking like a defense attorney eased Graham’s dilemma. :epre-
senting the president’s legal interests felt like a responsible thing to do. 
Jnd it allowed Graham to set aside his troublesome obligations as a 
senator. He could stop worrying about the country and Wust focus on 
serving his client.

The —rst thing Graham did was abandon all discussion of Trump’s 
character. In 201 , Graham had e9plained how Trump’s depravity led to 
heinous ideas such as torture and banning ‘uslims. Now, in his informal 
role as an attorney, he could ignore Trump’s personal corruption and 
stick to the letter of the law.

By coercing and —ring the 3BI director, Trump had subverted the 
principle of accountability. But could anyone prove he had violated 
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a statuteD Trump’s private demands for Comey’s loyalty were “not a 
crime,” Graham argued. Jnd Trump’s warnings to the 3BI director were 
insu cient to convict the president of obstructing Wustice.

On Kune 1 , in a radio interview with Brian qilmeade, Graham parsed 
Trump’s 3ebruary 1  conversation with Comey. “He didn’t say, YStop 
the :ussian investigation,’” Graham pointed out. “He said, you know, 
YCould you go easy on ‘ike 3lynnD’” Trump was Wust trying to be a good 
guy, Graham argued. “There’s no belief in my mind he was trying to stop 
the investigation illegally.”

Trump’s words belied this gloss. The day after he —red Comey, 
the president had met privately with :ussian 3oreign ‘inister Sergey 
?avrov. In the meeting, he had told ?avrov, “I Wust —red the head of the 
3BI. . . . I faced great pressure because of :ussia. That’s taken oA.”

The remark to ?avrov underscored Trump’s corrupt motives. But 
when Graham was asked about the Trump-?avrov meeting, he insisted 
that “the president didn’t do anything illegal.”

Js Trump’s advocate, Graham selectively withheld information. On 
‘ay 1 , behind closed doors, :osenstein briefed senators on the memo 
he had written about Comey’s shortcomings as 3BI director, which 
Trump had solicited to Wustify the —ring. Graham emerged from the 
brie—ng to tell reporters that :osenstein had defended what he wrote in 
the memo. But when Graham was asked whether :osenstein had been 
“tasked” to write the memo, he declined to answer.

He also tried to silence his client. Jfter Comey testi—ed before the 
Senate Intelligence Committee on Kune , Trump oAered to testify in 
response. Js a senator, Graham should have welcomed the oAer. Instead, 
he advised Trump to say nothing. “It is inappropriate for the president 
to testify publicly,” said Graham. “It’s not good for our democracy.”

To accommodate Trump’s abuses of power, Graham would have to do 
more than reorient his moral framework. He would have to revise some 
of his previous positions.
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To begin with, Graham had to reverse his portrayal of Comey. jrevi-
ously, Graham had recogniMed the 3BI director as a “good man.” On ‘ay 
10, immediately after Trump —red Comey, Graham acknowledged that 
Comey was “very sincere” and “a —ne man.” But after the Times reported 
on ‘ay 11 that Comey had told associates about Trump’s attempts to 
corrupt himzand after the paper revealed that Comey had recorded 
these events in memoszGraham realiMed that Comey’s credibility had 
to be destroyed. So he recast the former director as a bitter hatchet man.

Comey “was —red. Jlmost everybody —red is mad at the person that 
—res them,” Graham told qilmeade on Kune 2. He warned of a “hit Wob on 
jresident Trump, where Comey Wust talks about selective conversations 
between him and the president in the Rhite House and tries to create an 
impression of maybe obstruction of Wustice.”

Two weeks later, Graham went after Comey again. “Jfter he gets 
—red, he talks about bad encounters with the president, which he did 
absolutely nothing about, in terms of reporting it as a crime,” Graham 
charged. “He’s got a political agenda.”

This whole line of attack was a sham. Comey hadn’t waited until he 
was —red to record his bad encounters with Trump. He had documented 
the encounters months earlier, in real time. That was the point of the 
memos. It wasn’t Comey who had changed his story. It was Graham.

The second thing Graham needed to adWust was the hard line he had 
drawn against intimidation of the 3BI. On ‘arch , at a town hall in 
South Carolina, Graham had pledged to “make sure the 3BI, if they 
are investigating Trump-:ussia ties . . . should be able to do it without 
hesitation or fear.” 

Now that Trump’s attempts to intimidate the bureau had been e9-
posedzincluding the sacking of its directorzthe “hesitation or fear” 
standard had to be dropped. So Graham switched to a more (e9ible po-
sition. Intimidation and decapitation of the 3BI were okay, he reasoned, 
because —ring one person wouldn’t necessarily stop the investigation. 
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“I don’t believe the system’s been compromised,” said Graham. “The 
system is bigger than ‘r. Comey.”

Graham also needed to revise what he had previously said about 3ly-
nn’s back-channel phone calls with the :ussian ambassador. In 3ebru-
ary, Graham had stipulated that if 3lynn’s conversations included “the 
idea that the Trump administration would relieve e9isting sanctions, 
that would bother me greatly.” The reason, Graham had e9plained, was 
that such discussions would have undercut the sanctions and would 
have rewarded :ussia for intervening in the x.S. election to install a 
:ussia-friendly president.

On ‘ay , the day before Trump —red Comey, Graham had reaf-
—rmed that stipulation.

Jfter the —ring, and after Comey’s memos were revealed, this stip-
ulation became a problem. If 3lynn’s phone calls with the ambassador 
were improper, then Trump’s pressure on Comey to drop the 3lynn 
investigation might [ualify as obstruction of Wustice.

So Graham dropped the stipulation. In the months after Comey’s 
termination, he came around to the view that if Trump had —red Comey 
for investigating 3lynn, that was —ne, because “what 3lynn lied about is 
not a crime.”

“I don’t think it’s wrong for a transition person to talk to a foreign 
government about changing policy,” said Graham, outlining his new 
position. “I don’t have a problem with the Trump administration reach-
ing out to the :ussians ]to sayP YRe’re going to take a diAerent view 
about sanctions.’”

3lynn’s conversations with the ambassador were okay under Graham’s 
new standard in part because they had taken place after the election. 
Graham could still say there was no proof of collusion between :ussia 
and Trump or Trump’s aides during the campaign. Rithout proof of 
collusion, Graham —gured, nothing Trump had done to Comey could 
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count as obstruction of Wustice, because there was no underlying crime 
to hide.

Then the proof showed up. On Kuly , the Times revealed a meeting 
that had been held a year earlier at Trump Tower. In the meeting, which 
took place on Kune L, 2016, three top o cials in Trump’s campaignzhis 
son, Eon Kr.; his son-in-law, qushner; and his campaign chairman, jaul 
‘anafortzhad sat down with a :ussian lawyer connected to the qrem-
lin.

In an email chain to set up the meeting, an intermediary working with 
the :ussian side had oAered “to provide the Trump campaign with some 
o cial documents and information that would incriminate Hillary,” as 
“part of :ussia and its government’s support for ‘r. Trump.” Those 
were the e9act words in the email. To this, Trump Kr. had repliedU “If it’s 
what you say I love it.”

These e9plicit references, in writing, to the :ussian government and 
its support of Trump made the Trump Tower meeting an open-and-shut 
case of attempted collusion. Jnd Trump had tried to cover it up. On Kuly 
41, 2017, the Washington Post reported that the president, in an attempt 
to play down the meeting, had personally dictated a misleading public 
statement that concealed the :ussian oAer.

3aced with this evidence, Graham did what he had to do. He narrowed 
his de—nition of collusion.

Graham  argued  that  the  Trump  Tower  meeting  didn’t 
countz“Re’ve found no collusion,” he continued to insistzin part 
because Trump’s son didn’t think it was collusion. “Eon Kr. didn’t know 
it was inappropriate,” Graham pleaded, ignoring the email in which 
Eon Kr. had e9plicitly welcomed the :ussian oAer to collude. “It was a 
mistake. He didn’t commit a crime.”

Graham now also speci—ed that collusion had to involve :ussian 
“intelligence services.” Back in 3ebruary and ‘arch, he had de—ned 
collusion broadlyzas “activity between the :ussians and the Trump 
campaign” or “campaign contacts between the :ussians and the Trump 
campaign.”
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Jfter the Trump Tower revelations, Graham tightened his language. 
In Eecember 2017, he de—ned collusion as a conspiracy “to coordinate 
with :ussian intelligence services.” In Jpril 201 , he said he was still 
awaiting proof that the campaign had collaborated with “:ussian in-
telligence services . . . I’ve seen no evidence of that.” In Kune 201 , he 
dismissed the :ussian visitors to Trump Tower as “these kind of weird 
:ussians. . . . I’ve seen absolutely no evidence of collusion between the 
Trump campaign ]andP any :ussian intelligence service.”

In Eecember 201 , Graham added two further provisos. 3irst, he said 
the purpose of the :ussia investigation was speci—cally to look for col-
lusion pertaining to emails stolen from the Eemocratic National Com-
mittee. By this de—nition, the Trump Tower emails, which apparently 
had nothing to do with the ENC, were irrelevant.

Second, Graham said the central [uestion was whether “the Trump 
campaign ]gotP an advantage from colluding with the :ussians.” This 
proviso created another reason to ignore the Trump Tower episode. 
The :ussians who came to Trump Tower didn’t have the dirt they had 
promised. Therefore, the Trump campaign got no advantage from the 
meeting, and Graham could still claim that there was “no evidence of 
collusion.”

Democracy-Washing

Rith each adWustment, Graham became more adept at accommodating 
Trump’s transgressions. But one big problem remained. In 201 , Gra-
ham hadn’t Wust criticiMed Trump’s behavior and ideas. He had indicted 
the man’s character. He had e9plained why Trump was fundamentally 
dangerous. 

Now that Graham was trying to charm, appease, and protect Trump, 
that indictment was an embarrassment. Graham needed to make it go 
away.

The senator couldn’t erase his words. But there was another way 
to e9punge themU He could argue that voters, by electing Trump, had 
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reWected and discredited Graham’s criticisms of him. Eemocracy had 
cleansed the authoritarian.

Graham had begun to form this idea in 2016. Now he fully embraced 
it. Jt a Senate hearing on ‘arch 20, 2017, two weeks after his —rst lunch 
with the president, Graham Woked that he would never have criticiMed 
Trump during the campaign, “saying all the things I said,” if he had 
known Trump was going to win. “But apparently what I said didn’t 
matter. Jnd that’s okay with me,” said Graham. “The Jmerican people 
chose Eonald Trump.”

?ater, Graham used the same argument to renounce his most famous 
line about Trump. “I said he was a 9enophobic, race-baiting religious 
bigot,” Graham recalled. “I ran out of adWectives. Rell, the Jmerican 
people spoke. They reWected my analysis.”

Graham didn’t really believe, as a general rule, that elections nulli—ed 
his criticisms of the winning candidates. The 200  and 2012 elections 
hadn’t softened his views about Obama, and the 2020 election wouldn’t 
stop him from maligning Koe Biden. The only president truly cleansed 
by the Wudgment of “the Jmerican people,” according to Graham, was 
the one who subverted his accountability to the people.

Graham didn’t Wust invoke democracy to repudiate his own criticisms 
of Trump. He also invoked it to defend Trump against criticisms from 
others. In October 2017, when former jresident George R. Bush spoke 
out against “bullying and preWudice in our public life”za comment 
widely recogniMed as a rebuke of TrumpzGraham replied that Trump, 
not Bush, had the support of the people. “Eonald Trump couldn’t have 
won without reWecting the last 16 years,” said Graham. “There were a 
lot of people like Bush running in our primary, and all of them got 
creamed.”

In particular, Graham said the election had vindicated Trump’s 
harshness. On Meet the Press, Graham told Chuck ToddU “The —rst thing 
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Eonald Trump talked about was pretty tough. Jnd he never stopped, 
and he won.”

“Rhat does that say about usD” asked Todd.
“It means that we want somebody who’s not traditional,” Graham 

replied.
This was an inversion of what Graham had said in 201 . Back then, 

he had disowned Trump’s voters as bigots and haters. “I’m going for the 
other crowd,” he had professed.

But now Graham was embracing Trump’s voters. He called them we.
Graham oAered the same retort a month later, when :epublican 

Sen. KeA 3lake of JriMona was caught criticiMing Trump on a hot mic. 
“jresident Trump is president because the country elected him,” said 
Graham. “So you’ve got to give the president some credit for having a 
message and an agenda that people like.”

Js Trump pressed on, Graham trailed after him, making the necessary 
adWustments. On November 2 , the Times reported that the president, 
in conversations with advisers, was still claiming to have won the pop-
ular vote. He was also still disputing the authenticity of Obama’s birth 
certi—cate. Rhen CNN’s qate Bolduan asked Graham about Trump’s 
biMarre statements, the senator blamed the media for fussing about them. 
“Rhat concerns me about the Jmerican press,” Graham complained, “is 
this endless, endless attempt to label the guy as some kind of kook, not 
—t to be president.” 

It was a strange accusation. The Times story hadn’t called Trump 
kooky or un—t. That language had come from Graham. “I think he’s a 
kook. I think he’s craMy. I think he’s un—t for o ce,” the senator had said 
of Trump in 3ebruary 2016.

But that was long ago. By November 2017, Graham no longer recog-
niMed his own words.



Chapter 3

Power Shift

O n January 11, 2018, a year into his presidency, Trump exploded 
during a White House meeting on immigration. He was angry 

about proposals to let in more people from Haiti, El Salvador, and 
Africa. “Why are we having all these people from shithole countries come 
here?” he demanded.                           

Republican senators in the room were taken aback. Afterward, when 
they were asked about the president’s outburst, some of them denied 
that they had heard it. Graham, who had spoken up against Trump’s 
slur during the meeting, refused to tell reporters what Trump had said. 
When they asked why, he explained: “Because I want to make sure that 
I can keep talking to the president.”

Trump’s eruption and the scramble to cover it up marked a shift 
of power in Washington. In his Crst year as president, congressional 
Republicans had chosen to excuse and protect him. They thought they 
were deciding how far to let him go. By his second year, the dynamic 
had changed. -ongressional Republicans were no longer humoring him. 
They were afraid of him.

One reason why authoritarians tend to gain strength, even in some de;
mocratic countries, is sheer determination. The authoritarian’s will to 
accumulate power is stronger than the will of his opponents to stop him. 
Over time, that imbalance grinds down both his adversaries and his allies. 
The aggressor advancesN the compromisers retreat.
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Graham had seen this happen in other countries. 6ow it was happen;
ing in his country. And he was part of it.

He understood that in theory, -ongress was supposed to check the 
president. In 201F, when Trump and Hillary -linton were competing 
for the White House, Graham had talked about the importance of ap;
plying congressional “brakes” to their bad ideas. In 7ebruary 201D, a 
month into Trump’s presidency, Graham had assured —emocrats, “To 
the extent that —onald Trump becomes the problem, we will push back.”

It didn’t turn out that way. In his Crst year in power, Trump pushed 
harder than -ongress did. As he crossed one line after anotherMbanning 
travel from several Luslim countriesN Cring James -omeyN pardoning 
former SheriU Joe Arpaio, an anti;immigrant scozawMcongressional 
Republicans gave way. Trump gunned the accelerator, and the brakes 
wore down.

Kike many other Republicans, Graham liked having a forceful pres;
ident. He knew that in foreign policy, this was an asset. In April 201D, 
when Trump Cred missiles into Syria, Graham told the world: “If you’re 
an adversary of the Pnited States, and you don’t worry about what 
Trump may do on any given day, then you’re crajy.” A year later, after 
Trump had threatened 6orth [orea with “Cre and fury,” Graham de;
clared that [im Jong;un, the 6orth [orean dictator, had “put himself 
in the crosshairs of —onald Trump.” Graham warned [im: “If you play 
Trump, that’s the end of you.”

But strongmenM[im, ]utin, TrumpMdon’t Vust threaten other 
countries. They also bully their own people. Graham made this point, 
inadvertently, when Trump slapped tariUs on -hina in July 2018. “If I 
were y’all, I’d work with him XTrumpY, or else,” Graham advised -hina’s 
ambassador to the Pnited States. “—o not get on the wrong side of this 
guy. I’ve been there.”

Graham thought that was a good line. He meant it as a warning to 
-hina. He didn’t recognije it as a warning to America.
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Why do political elites miss these warning signs? Why do they align 
themselves, often fatally, with rising authoritarians?

One reason is that they think they’re special. They think they can 
protect themselves and manage the authoritarian by building personal 
relationships with him. They tell themselves he’s really a good guy. They 
tell themselves he’s their friend.

After the immigration meeting, Graham claimed that the president 
who had behaved badly that dayMwhich happened to be a Thurs;
dayMwasn’t the real Trump. The real Trump, Graham insisted, was 
“Tuesday Trump,” who had presided over a friendlier meeting two days 
earlier in front of -;S]A6 cameras. “The president that was on Tq 
Tuesday is the guy I play golf with. He was charming, he was funny,” 
Graham told WKT5, a South -arolina Tq station. “That’s the guy I 
know.”

When Graham was asked whether Trump was a racist, he shot back, 
“Absolutely not.” He explained:

9ou could be dark as charcoal XorY lily white. It doesn’t 
matter, as long as you’re nice to him. 9ou could be the 
pope and criticije him. It doesn’t matterN he’ll go after 
the pope. 9ou could be ]utin and say nice things, and 
he’ll like you.

Here’s what I’ve found: He’s a street Cghter. It’s not the 
color of your skin that matters. It’s not the content of 
your character. It’s whether or not you show him respect 
and like him. And if he feels like . . . you don’t like him, 
he punches back.

Graham was trying to say that Trump didn’t care about color. But 
he was also admitting that Trump didn’t care about morals. All Trump 
cared about was loyalty to Trump. He was a ruthless, belligerent narcis;
sist.
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In the months that followed this episode, Graham often referred back 
to “Tuesday Trump.” He implied that this genial version of Trump was 
the real thing and that the nastier version, Thursday Trump, was an 
aberration.

This theory didn’t make much sense. The Tuesday meeting was the 
one recorded for Tq. It was far more likely that the real Trump was the 
one who had erupted on Thursday, when the cameras weren’t running.

But Graham wanted to believe he could bring out Trump’s Vovial side. 
He had seen it on the golf course. He told himself that Trump Vust needed 
love. And he hoped that by lavishing praise on Tuesday Trump, he could 
coax the president to behave nicely.

At best, this was self;deception. Golf was a completely misleading 
context in which to Vudge Trump’s character. Only the president’s 
friends or sycophants were allowed to play golf with him. On the golf 
course, he was happy because nobody got in his way.

In a constitutional democracy, people did get in the president’s way. 
And that infuriated Trump. He needed more than love. He needed 
compliance. 

Sooner or later, if you tried to appease Trump, you would have to 
choose between him and the rule of law. An authoritarian cares more 
about power than anything else. So eventually, to stay on his good side, 
you have to accept his authoritarianism.

That was the lesson of the -omey saga. 7irst comes the intimate 
dinner and the re(uest for loyalty. Then comes the re(uest to drop an 
investigation, exonerate the president, or look the other way. Either you 
draw a line, or you betray your country.

-omey chose his country. Graham didn’t. The senator thought this 
was Vust one concession. He thought he was still the same man.

But he wasn’t. The act of concession changes you. 9ou don’t Vust learn 
how to bend. 9ou also learn how to tell yourself that you never bent.
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How Checks and Balances Fail

On January 2), a few days after Graham helped to cover up the “shithole” 
outburst, the Times revealed that Trump’s eUorts to derail the Russia 
investigation hadn’t ended with Cring -omey. In June 201D, the presi;
dent had ordered White House -ounsel —on LcGahn to Cre Lueller. 
Trump had relented only after LcGahn said he would resign rather than 
carry out the order.

The Times report showed that Trump had persisted in his schemes to 
obstruct Vustice and that he was still lying about it. It conCrmed what 
Graham had said in 201): Trump was incorrigibly corrupt. But by 2018, 
Graham had learned how to navigate the corruption. He had defended 
the Cring of -omey. So he could defend the attempt to Cre Lueller.

On January 28, in an AB- 6ews interview, Graham oUered several 
excuses for Trump’s attacks on the investigation. “Every president wants 
to get rid of critics,” the senator argued. He praised Trump for backing 
down after LcGahn threatened to (uit. “He did not Cre Lr. Lueller,” 
Graham pointed out. “To the president’s credit, he listened.”

The interviewer, Lartha Raddatj, noted Trump’s pattern of obstruc;
tion. In addition to his attack on Lueller, she observed, the president 
had “tried to prevent Attorney General XJeUY Sessions from recusing 
himself from the Russia investigation, asked -omey to drop the 7lynn 
investigation before Cring him, and dictated that misleading statement 
about —on Jr.’s Trump Tower meeting.”

Graham sidestepped the (uestion. And when Raddatj asked about 
the possibility of Trump testifying before Lueller, the senator advised 
Trump to clam up. “If the president wants to talk to Lr. Lueller,” he 
warned, “before he makes that decision, if I were him, I would talk to my 
lawyers.” 

Graham agreed, in theory, that a president shouldn’t have limitless 
power to Cre people who were investigating him. He reminded Raddatj 
that he had signed on to a bill that would let Vudges review any termina;
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tion of a special counsel. “I’ve got legislation protecting Lr. Lueller,” 
he said. “And I’ll be glad to pass it tomorrow.”

But the bill never passedMit never even came up for a voteMand its 
demise exposed a weakness in our constitutional republic: -hecks and 
balances don’t work if one branch is unwilling to confront the other.

On April 3, the 7BI raided the home and o!ce of Trump’s longtime 
attorney, Lichael -ohen. Ledia reports said the raids stemmed from 
an investigation initiated by Lueller. The raids alarmed and infuriated 
Trump. When reporters asked him whether he would Cre Lueller, the 
president claimed that “many people” had advised him to do Vust that. 
“We’ll see what happens,” he said.

The next day, the Times reported that in —ecember, Trump had “told 
advisers in no uncertain terms that Lr. Lueller’s investigation had to 
be shut down.” This time, the provocation was a report that Lueller’s 
team had subpoenaed Trump’s bank records. Trump had withdrawn his 
demand only after his lawyers ascertained that the report wasn’t true.

This was the third time Trump was known to have Cred or attempted 
to Cre the person in charge of the Russia investigation. And he was 
itching to try again. Sources involved in talks with the president told 
-66 that in the wake of the -ohen raids, Trump was considering Cring 
Lueller’s supervisor, Rosenstein, in order to get at the special counsel. 

Graham clearly believed that Trump was serious about trying again. In 
a 7ox 6ews interview, he implored Trump not to do it. “Lr. ]resident, 
if you’re watching. I think you’re going to be Cne, unless you screw this 
up,” he pleaded. “Ket the process play out.”

On April 11, Graham sponsored a new bill to allow Vudicial review of 
any decision to Cre a special counsel. 4He would later explain that he had 
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signed onto the bill at the re(uest of a —emocratic senator.  But some of 
Graham’s Republican colleagues worried that the bill would antagonije 
the president. Telling Trump what he couldn’t do would be “poking 
the bear,” one senator cautioned. Another fretted about “picking an 
unnecessary Cght with the president.”

Graham felt the heat, too. He later told ]eter Baker and Susan Glasser, 
the authors of The Divider, that in a private conversation with him, 
Trump “went apeshit” over the bill.

On April 1D, Senate LaVority Keader Litch Lc-onnell announced 
that he wouldn’t even let the Senate vote on the bill. He said it was futile 
because Trump would veto it. “Even if we pass it, why would he sign it?” 
Lc-onnell asked.

And with that, the system of checks and balances failed. A bill to 
forestall authoritarianism was shelved because it would oUend the au;
thoritarian.

Graham didn’t mind. When he was told of Lc-onnell’s decision, he 
gave his assent. “That’s his decision to make,” said Graham. “I’ll leave it 
up to the maVority leader how to run the oor.”

Two days later, Graham oUered Trump his full allegiance. “I believe 
]resident —onald J. Trump will run for reelection,” he announced. “And 
I intend to support him.”

Unconditional Love

Graham’s commitment to a second Trump term, barely a year into 
Trump’s Crst, handed the president a blank check. It was one thing to 
accept, out of respect for democracy, the election of an incipient despot. 
It was another thing to tell him, as he abused his o!ce to protect himself, 
that he had his party’s support to remain in power for another seven 
years.

By this point, Graham routinely spoke of Trump in worshipful 
termsM“He’s a force of nature”Mand had largely abandoned any in;
terest in scrutinijing him. In 201F, Graham had criticijed Trump for 
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openly encouraging Russia to hack -linton’s emails. But in 2018, when 
Lueller released evidence that Russian intelligence o!cers had tried to 
fulCll Trump’s re(uest, Graham said nothing. In 201D, Graham had 
talked about examining Trump’s Cnances, possibly through his tax re;
turns. But in 2018, Graham brushed oU that idea, calling Trump’s re;
turns “the last thing on my mind.”

When reporters brought up Graham’s past criticisms of Trump, the 
senator disowned them. “I said a lot of things. 6obody cared,” he 
shrugged. “Everything I said before is in my rearview mirror.”

Leanwhile, even Trump’s aides began to acknowledge his authori;
tarianism. His “impulses are generally anti;trade and anti;democratic,” 
wrote Liles Taylor, a senior o!cial in the —epartment of Homeland 
Security, in a Times op;ed that was published anonymously. “In public 
and in private, ]resident Trump shows a preference for autocrats and 
dictators.”

In Bob Woodward’s book, Fear, senior aides called the president “un;
hinged” and “oU the rails.” The book revealed, among other things, that 
Trump had called Sessions a “traitor” for failing to control the Russia 
investigation.

Graham wasn’t interested. “The op;ed and the book won’t matter in 
2020,” he assured 7ox 6ews viewers.

On August F, at a Republican dinner in Greenville, South -arolina, 
Graham aunted his connections to Trump’s family. “I’ve never had 
more access to a president than I have with —onald Trump,” he told the 
audience. He described a small dinner gathering he’d had the previous 
night with Lelania Trump, Ivanka Trump, Jared [ushner, and three 7ox 
6ews hosts. And he defended [ushner’s role in the 201F Trump Tower 
meeting.

Graham told the crowd in Greenville that [ushner was innocent be;
cause once [ushner saw what the Russians had brought, he had asked his 
assistant to call him out of the meeting. The Russians had promised dirt 
on -linton, but they had failed to deliver it. [ushner, realijing that the 
conversation was a waste of time, had bugged out. He had failed to report 
the meeting to the 7BI, and he had omitted it from security;clearance 
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forms that subse(uently asked about his contacts with foreign govern;
ments.

All of this behavior was consistent with a failed collusion attempt. But 
by Graham’s deCnition, failed collusion didn’t count. There was “jero 
evidence” of collusion, he told the audience.

Graham said he’d had enough of the media going after Trump. 
“]eople are pretty tired of it,” he groused. So he told the audience in 
Greenville that he had a new message for Trump.

“Here’s what I told the president,” he said. “If you feel good doing it, 
do it.”

What Trump felt like doing was Cring people who investigated him 
or who failed to protect him from investigations. And Graham, who 
had previously opposed such blatant subversions of Vustice, now found 
reasons to indulge them.

In 201D, when Trump Cred -omey, Graham had scrambled to invent 
speciCc excuses for the termination. But by the spring of 2018, Graham 
had moved on to an expansive view of presidential power.

On April 10, Graham declared on 7ox 6ews that in the absence of 
proven collusionMas redeCned, narrowly, by GrahamMthe president 
had absolute authority to terminate the 7BI director. As long as Trump 
hadn’t colluded with “Russian intelligence services,” Graham contend;
ed, “Why he Cred -omey doesn’t matter, because he could Cre -omey 
for the way he looks.” 

7our  months  laterMand  two  weeks  after  the  dinner  in 
GreenvilleMGraham all but invited Trump to Cre Sessions. In July 201D, 
Graham had warned, “If JeU Sessions is Cred, there will be holy hell 
to pay.” But on August 2 , 2018, after a year of Trump’s wrath over 
Sessions’s recusal from the Russia investigation, Graham surrendered. 
“7or the good of the nation, I think we need an attorney general that has 
the conCdence of the president,” he concluded. “9ou serve at the pleasure 
of the president.”
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Trump didn’t Vust want Sessions to rein in the Russia in(uiry. He also 
wanted him to withhold indictments of other Republicans for insider 
trading and stealing campaign funds. On September , the president 
excoriated Sessions for allowing federal prosecutors to bring charges 
against “two very popular Republican -ongressmen”M-hris -ollins 
of 6ew 9ork and —uncan Hunter of -alifornia, both of whom later 
pleaded guiltyMthereby depriving the GO] of “two easy wins” in the 
upcoming midterms.

Trump’s condemnation of the indictments was openly corrupt. But 
GrahamMwhile conceding that it would be wrong to exempt Republi;
cans from the lawMagain defended the president. “There’s been a long;
standing policy when it comes to prosecuting public o!cials: —on’t try 
to interfere with the election,” Graham argued. That was “the president’s 
main point,” he insisted.

Sessions didn’t yield to Trump’s pressure. Kater that year, Trump Cred 
him. Graham said the president’s decision was Cne. It couldn’t be ob;
struction of Vustice, Graham explained, because Trump had an “almost 
unlimited ability to Cre the attorney general.”

Through all of this, Graham saw himself as an institutionalist. But he 
was gradually undercutting the institutions of constitutional democracy. 
The arguments he was invokingMthat it was good to have a leader who 
inspired fear, that the president had broad license to Cre the people 
in charge of investigating him, that the chief executive had a mandate 
for anything he did, and that the only important thing was achieving 
resultsMwere pillars of authoritarianism.

Normalization and Polarization

When historians try to explain the decline or fall of a democracy, they 
often look for fatal moments or decisions. But sometimes there’s no 
decision. Sometimes it’s Vust inertia. By the fall of 2018, the threat to 
American democracy was about to escalate for entirely mundane rea;
sons: normalijation and polarijation.
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When an authoritarian rises to power in a democratic country, it can 
be a shock. But over time, the shock wears oU. As the new leader tramples 
norms and rules, people get used to it. That’s part of what happened to 
Graham and his colleagues in Trump’s Crst year. They got used to the 
president’s behavior. It began to feel normal.

6ormalijation is corrosive. It numbs you to the authoritarian’s 
crimes. 9ou stop noticing what’s happening. Or you no longer care. Or 
you get used to defending the leader’s abuses, as Graham did.

The second stage is more serious. Once the authoritarian’s allies have 
normalijed his behavior, they rally around him Vust as they would rally 
around any other leader of their party. And they attack his opponents 
Vust as they would if he were a normal president.

This changes the nature and conse(uences of their collaboration. By 
treating any criticism of the president as an attack on the party, and by 
savaging anyone who gets in his way, they become soldiers for authori;
tarianism. They don’t Vust protect the leader. They clear his path as he 
abuses and expands his power.

The Crst target of this swarming behavior, in Trump’s case, was 
-omey. In October 201F, Trump had praised -omey for announcing, 
in a letter Vust before the election, that he was reopening the 7BI inves;
tigation of Hillary -linton. There’s disagreement about how much the 
letter aUected the election, but it clearly helped Trump. Only later, after 
-omey documented Trump’s eUorts to sti e the Russia investigation, 
did Republicans turn against the 7BI director and caricature him as 
anti;Trump hack.

On April 10, 2018, as -omey prepared to tell his story in a book, 
LS6B- aired new evidence that backed him up. -omey hadn’t Vust 
written memos about Trump’s attempts to corrupt him. He had also 
reported some of Trump’s behavior to —ana BoenteMat that time, the 
acting deputy attorney generalMand Boente had recorded -omey’s ac;
count in notes. The notes showed that -omey, unlike Trump, had said 
then what he was saying now.

The Republican 6ational -ommittee responded with a coordinated 
attack on -omey. Graham Voined in the smear campaign, claiming that 
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-omey had a “bias against ]resident Trump” and was “part of an eUort 
at the 7BI to give -linton a pass.” “He’s no longer the former director of 
the 7BI,” said Graham. “He’s a political operative.”

As more people who had worked with Trump began to tell stories 
similar to -omey’s, Graham and other Republicans turned on them, 
too. The reason why so many witnesses described Trump as ruthless, 
Graham arguedMand why so many people in law enforcement were 
investigating the presidentMwasn’t because he was truly corrupt. It was 
because all these people had it in for him.

Graham pointed out, correctly, that some parts of the Russia in(uiry 
had been mishandled. In particular, investigators had misled a court to 
get a surveillance warrant against -arter ]age, a marginal character who 
turned out to be irrelevant. Graham tried to spin these minor issues 
into a larger conspiracy. On September 2, 2018, he claimed that “the 
—epartment of Justice and the 7BI” were “out to get Trump,” and he 
vowed to target these agencies in the coming year. On September 2 , he 
accused them of plotting to oust the president. “There’s a bureaucratic 
coup going on at the —epartment of Justice and 7BI,” he charged.

At the time, this escalation of Graham’s language didn’t seem signif;
icant. But in retrospect, it begins to explain what happened four days 
later.

The Kavanaugh Fight

On September 2D, -hristine Blasey 7ord, a professor of psychology, 
appeared before the Senate Judiciary -ommittee. She testiCed that Brett 
[avanaughMwho at the time of the hearing was a federal appellate Vudge 
nominated by Trump to the Supreme -ourtMhad sexually assaulted her 

F years earlier. [avanaugh, testifying after her, angrily denied it. 
When —emocratic Sen. —ick —urbin suggested that [avanaugh 

should re(uest a suspension of the conCrmation process until the 7BI 
could investigate 7ord’s allegation, Graham exploded. In a four;minute 
rant, he savaged his —emocratic colleagues, accusing them of sand;



WILLIAM SALETAN42

bagging [avanaugh. Any senator who voted against the nominee was 
“legitimijing the most despicable thing I have seen,” he sputtered. To 
—emocrats on the committee, he seethed: “9’all want power. God, I hope 
you never get it.”

Graham’s tirade shocked his colleagues in both parties. 6othing in the 
hearing or in his prior relationship with [avanaugh or —urbin seemed 
to explain the intensity of his rage. But he had been building toward this 
moment for months, demonijing anyone who threatened Trump. He 
needed to hate the —emocrats. And now he did.

Those four minutes pushed Graham over the edge. It wasn’t the 
speech that changed him. It was the response to the speech. In a phone 
call, Trump congratulated him. “Wow  Remind me not to make you 
mad,” said the president. Sean Hannity told Graham it was “your 
Cnest moment ever.” Republican audiences suddenly adored Graham. 
In South -arolina, his approval rating soared.

Graham reveled in his newfound fame. He began to tell stories about 
his four minutes of fury. “I was the voice of millions of Americans,” he 
said. “I hope I spoke for you.”

In the past, Graham had described —emocrats as misguided but 
well;meaning. 6ow he condemned them as malicious. “The —emocra;
tic party is organijed around what they hate,” he told one Republican 
audience in October. “They will do anything to get their way,” he told 
another. “It’s not enough to have X[avanaughY on the -ourt. They’ve 
got to be punished.”

Graham declared himself a changed man. He warned that the —e;
mocrats had “brought out a diUerent side of Kindsey Graham.” On 
October D, as the midterms approached, he told 7ox 6ews, “I’ve never 
campaigned against a colleague in my life. That’s about to change.” Over 
the next month, he traveled from state to state, urging voters to purge 
—emocratic senators and “kick their ass at the ballot box.” 

It worked. On 6ovember F, four —emocratic senators lost their seats. 
Republicans increased their maVority. Graham was about to become 
chairman of the Judiciary -ommittee.
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But in the House, it was a diUerent story. —emocrats picked up 1 
seats, gaining control of the chamber. 7or the Crst time in his presidency, 
Trump was going to face real resistance.

Graham was determined to break that resistance. He was ready to go 
to war for Trump.



Chapter 4

Domestic Enemies

O n November 26, 2018, Graham got a treat: He would share the 
stage with Trump at a rally. Graham’s stern words about Trump 

in 2015 were long forgotten. His tirade against Democrats at the Ka-
vanaugh hearings had made him a hero on the right. And his work to 
defeat Democratic senators in the midterms had solidiPed his standing 
in the GOM.                                                         

At the rally in Tupelo, “ississippi, Trump lambasted illegal immi-
grants and the R”ussian witch hunt.x He lavished praise on Graham, 
recalling the senator’s Rbrilliantx words in defense of Kavanaugh. And 
he summoned Graham to the podium, calling him Rmy friendx and a 
Rstar.x

The crowd cheered. Graham beamed. The neBt day, he was still glow-
ing. 

Graham had Pnally earned Trump’s love. He was earning the love 
of Trump’s voters, too. These were the voters Graham had shunned 
as haters in 2015. zut now they welcomed Graham, because he was 
giving them what they wanted: resentment, wrath, and the viliPcation 
of Trump’s opponents.

As Trump polariSed America, this enthusiasm from his fan base gal-
vaniSed ”epublican allegiance to him. Fome lawmakers had been with 
him from the beginning. Others had fallen in line when he captured the 
nomination or when he became president. Ftill others, worn down by 
his aggression, had eventually surrendered to eBhaustion or fear.

zut as Trump’s base became the party’s base, there was one more 
reason to give in: ”epublican politicians who embraced him would be 
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loved. And the more Percely these politicians aCrmed his view of the 
world, reviling his enemies and defending his abuses of power, the more 
love they would get.

Iour days after the rally in “ississippi, Graham spoke at a ”epublican 
breakfast in North “yrtle zeach, Fouth jarolina. He recalled his four 
minutes of glory at the Kavanaugh hearings. RE spoke for you,x he told 
the crowd. RE unloaded.x

The Pght over Kavanaugh, Graham eBplained, was ;ust one battle in a 
great war against Trump’s enemies. —very ”epublican had to stand with 
the president, because any attack on the president was an attack on all 
conservatives. REt’s not ;ust about Trumpq it’s about us,x Graham said. 
The goal of Democrats, he told the audience, was Rto destroy us.x

As Graham traveled his home state that winter, this was his message 
to ”epublicans: En the struggle between Trump and the Democrats, 
there could be no middle ground. Democrats were vicious and had to 
be defeated. RThey hate us,x he said. On court appointments and related 
issues, he charged, Rthere’s nothing they won’t do.x

En the old days, Graham hadn’t talked this way. He had often worked 
with Democrats on legislation. He still would, but something had 
changed. He had decidedWor at least had decided to tell himselfWthat 
something about the Kavanaugh Pght ;ustiPed a more Sealous allegiance 
to Trump.

Molitically, this was the shrewd play. Graham was up for re-election in 
2020, and he needed Trump’s voters to win his primary. zut that didn’t 
fully eBplain his behavior. —ven after his re-election, Graham never went 
back to eJuivocating about Trump.

He wasn’t alone. To varying degrees, this transition was happening 
across the party. En Trump’s Prst two years, many ”epublican lawmakers 
had felt obliged to eBplain or answer for his misdeeds. Often, they had 
acknowledged inconvenient facts or legal constraints that stood in his 
way. zut over time, fatigue, partisan anger, and political necessity hard-
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ened them. They were developing the indi4erence necessary to protect a 
tyrant.

To rationaliSe their increasingly militant devotion, they convinced 
themselves that the president’s enemies were the greater threat. They 
claimed that Democrats would do anything to destroy Trump and the 
country. And that paranoid fantasy created a permission structure for 
”epublicans to do anything in Trump’s defense.

Situational Commitments

—leven days after the breakfast in North “yrtle zeach, Trump sum-
moned ”ep. Nancy Melosi and Fen. jhuck FchumerWthe Democratic 
leaders in the House and Fenate, respectivelyWto the /hite House. 
He told them he would shut down the government unless jongress 
appropriated money for a wall on the “eBican border. REf the Democrats 
do not give us the votes,x Trump proclaimed, Rthe “ilitary will build the 
remaining sections of the /all.x

The shutdown began on December 22. Two weeks later, on 3anuary 
7, Trump threatened to declare a Rnational emergencyx that would allow 
him to bypass jongress and unilaterally fund his wall.

zefore Trump became president, Graham had opposed such impe-
rial abuse of eBecutive power. En 2017, when Mresident zarack Obama 
overhauled immigration policy by eBecutive order, Graham had called 
Obama’s decision to Runilaterally change immigrationx a Rtremendous 
presidential overreach.x En 2016, he had denounced Obama’s order as 
Runconstitutional.x

zut now that Trump held the /hite House, Graham endorsed uni-
lateral presidential authority. RFpeaker Melosi’s refusal to negotiate on 
funding for a border wall?barrier . . . virtually ends the congressional 
path,x said Graham. RDemocrats will do everything in their power to 
stop Trump in 2020,x he concluded. R“r. Mresident, Declare a national 
emergency NO/. zuild a wall NO/.x
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As Democrats held their groundWand some ”epublicans hesitated to 
support such a grave eBpansion of presidential powerWGraham dialed 
up the pressure on senators who dared to resist Trump. R/e’re going to 
build a wall one way or the other,x he told Democratic lawmakers on 
3anuary [0. The president Rhas all the power in the world to do this,x 
he said. ”aising a Pnger to punctuate his threat, he warned lawmakers in 
his own party, RTo my ”epublican colleagues: Ftand behind him. And if 
you don’t, you’re going to pay a price.x

Graham’s threats completed a four-year turn in his views on intimida-
tion. En 2015 and 2016, he had recogniSed Trump’s despotic personality 
as a danger to the country. Then, in 201] and 2018, he had found a good 
use for the president’s bullying: scaring foreign adversaries. Graham had 
warned them to comply with Trump’s demands, or else.

Now Graham came full circle. The adversaries he sought to intimidate 
were no longer foreign governments. They were his own colleagues. And 
Trump was his weapon.

The wall Pght marked a new stage of Graham’s collaboration with the 
president. He wasn’t ;ust protecting Trump from accountability. He was 
helping Trump usurp power.

The jonstitution prohibits federal spending without congressional 
authoriSation. Mrevious presidents had issued emergency declarations, 
but never to override jongress. Despite this, Graham said ”epublicans 
had to stand with Trump against the Democrats. R/hat they’re trying 
to do is basically destroy America as we know it,x Graham said of the 
opposition party’s resistance. To break that resistance, he contended, the 
president Rhas to declare a national emergency.x

Fome ”epublican senators worried about the implications for con-
stitutional democracy. /hat would happen, they asked, if presidents 
began to commandeer the Treasury routinely, or if they declared states of 
emergency to enact other policies they couldn’t pass through jongress9
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Graham advised his colleagues not to fuss about that. RTo all my 
”epublican colleagues who worry about the precedent we’re setting for 
the future and the legal niceties, here’s what E would say,x he told them. 
REt’s not what a Democrat may do in the future Ythat‘ should drive your 
thinking.x He counseled them to set aside such institutional concerns 
and focus instead on the urgency and popularity of securing the border.

—ven if the emergency declaration were to be found unconstitutional, 
said Graham, ”epublicans should support it, at least for now, because it 
was politically useful. Ef the courts were to block it, he argued, Trump 
would Rbe seen as . . . Pghting for what he promised, and the Democrats 
are on the wrong side of border security. There is no losing.x Graham 
called it Ra great issue for 201$ and 2020.x

On Iebruary 15, Trump did it. He declared an emergency to take money 
for the wall, claimingWfalselyWthat America was under attack. R/e 
have an invasion of drugs, invasion of gangs, invasion of people,x the 
president asserted.

FiBteen states Pled suit against Trump’s power grab, asking the courts 
to step in. Fo Graham began to think about how Trump could manipu-
late the courts. En a radio interview on Iebruary 22, Hugh Hewitt urged 
Graham to consider ReBpeditingx the conPrmations of Trump-friendly 
appellate ;udges so they would be in place Rbefore the barrier?wall issue 
comes up from the district court.x Graham replied, RLeah, we will get 
them on the Uoor. . . . /e’re thinking about changing the rules so that 
the thirty-hour period to debate a ;udge is reduced to two hours.x

Two weeks later, Graham eBplained to Fean Hannity how Trump 
could argue in court that he had congressional approval to seiSe the 
money, even though he didn’t. To stop Trump, jongress would have 
to pass a resolution of disapproval. The president would then veto it. 
Ef either chamber failed to muster the two-thirds ma;ority necessary to 
override his veto, the resolution would fail. R/hen it goes to court,x 
Graham proposed, Rthe president will say, /ait a minute, jongress did 
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act. They Ypassed‘ the resolutionq E vetoed itq and the jongress sustained 
my veto. That’s acting.’x

This was an eBtralegal authoritarian pact between the eBecutive and a 
faction of jongress. The president, backed by one-third of one chamber, 
would seiSe powers constitutionally reserved to jongress. And the ;udi-
ciary, having been stacked by the eBecutive through unusual procedures, 
would stand back and accept it.

And that’s pretty much what happened. The House and Fenate voted 
to invalidate Trump’s declaration. On “arch 15, he vetoed their attempt 
to stop him. And because ”epublican lawmakers stood with him, De-
mocrats failed to override the veto.

Three months later, in a 5-7 ruling, the Fupreme jourt allowed 
Trump to proceed with the wall. zrett Kavanaugh cast the deciding vote.

Lie for Me

A week after Trump vetoed the resolution to deny him emergency pow-
ers, Graham moved on to his neBt mission: burying the ”ussia investi-
gation.

On “arch 27, Trump’s new attorney general, /illiam zarr, phoned 
the senator with a heads up: ”obert “ueller had Pled his report on the 
investigation. zarr told Graham that the report was ambiguous as to 
whether Trump had obstructed ;ustice. The attorney general eBplained 
that “ueller had handed o4 the Juestion of prosecuting Trump, essen-
tially telling zarr, RE don’t know, you decide.x 

zarr also sent Graham a summary of the report. The summary in-
cluded “ueller’s stipulation that the report didn’t ReBoneratex the pres-
ident.

Ior two years, Graham had promised Trump that “ueller would 
Rclearx him. En 3une 201], the senator told IoB News viewers that 
“ueller had Rdetermined there’s no obstruction case.x En Feptember 
2018, he claimed that R“ueller won’t Pnd anythingx and Rthe ”ussia 
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probe is falling apart.x En Iebruary 201$, he predicted that the investi-
gation would Rresult in no evidence of collusion.x

The actual report, as summariSed by zarr, reached no such conclu-
sions. zarr’s summary said the report Rdid not establish,x at a level suC-
cient for prosecution, that Trump’s campaign had Rconspired or coordi-
natedx with ”ussia. The summary didn’t say that “ueller had concluded 
there was no collusion, much less that he had found no evidence of 
collusion. En fact, the full reportWwhich would soon be released, but 
hadn’t yet been shown to Graham or anyone else outside the Department 
of 3usticeWpresented eBtensive evidence of collusion and obstruction.

zut Graham was determined to end the threat to Trump. Fo he lied. 
He pretended that the report had cleared the president.

En the days after zarr issued his summary, Graham lied relentlessly:

  “arch 25: RThe conclusion was Prm, without eJuivocation, 
that no one on the Trump campaign colluded with the ”us-
sians when it came to the 2016 election.x 

  “arch 25: RHe Y“ueller‘ has rendered his verdict: There is no 
collusion.x

  “arch 26: R“r. “ueller said there was no evidence of collusion 
between Mresident Trump or anybody on his campaign with 
the ”ussians, period.x

  “arch 28: R“ueller has concluded there was no collusion.x

  “arch [1: RThe conclusions are, there was no collusion, there 
was no obstruction. . . . “r. “ueller, for two years, looked at 
this very hard. He came out with the conclusion there was no 
collusion.x 

None of this was true. zut Graham didn’t focus on facts. He focused 
on destroying what he called the Rcollusion narrative.x He had prepared 
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his messageWthat the report eBonerated TrumpWand he delivered that 
message with gusto.

En fact, he said the whole investigation had been unnecessary. RThey 
spent 25 million trying to Pgure out whether or not Mresident Trump 
colluded with the ”ussians,x Graham told a ”epublican audience on 
“arch [0. RThey could have given me 50 bucks, and E could have given 
them the answer.x The neBt day on IoB News, he sco4ed, RThis whole 
thing was ridiculous if you know the president.x

“ueller’s full report, released on April 18, detailed several channels of 
attempted collusion. En addition to the Trump Tower meeting, the re-
port found that Trump and his aides had tried to coordinate their activ-
ities with public releasesWplanned by ”ussia’s partner, /iki eaksWof 
material hacked by the ”ussians from jlinton and the Democrats. The 
report conPrmed that after Trump publicly invited ”ussia to Pnd jlin-
ton’s emails, hackers aCliated with the ”ussian government had tried 
to do ;ust that. And Trump’s campaign chairman, Maul “anafort, had 
passed internal campaign documents to an associate who was connected 
to ”ussian intelligence.

“ueller also presented evidence of obstruction of ;ustice. En addition 
to Trump’s coercion of jomey and Trump’s attempts to Pre “ueller, 
the report showed that the president had told “cGahn to give false testi-
mony. And on 3uly 1$, 201], Trump had instructed his former campaign 
manager, jorey ewandowski, to tell Fessions to abort the “ueller 
investigation. According to the report, Trump had told ewandows-
ki Rthat if Fessions did not meet with Y ewandowski‘, ewandowski 
should tell Fessions he was Pred.x

None of this information seemed to trouble Graham. He simply re-
peated his lies.

Graham now had access to the full report, so he knew that what he 
was saying wasn’t true. Let he kept going:
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  April 27: RHe was cleared, without any doubt, about colluding 
with the ”ussians.x

  “ay 1: R“r. “ueller and his team concluded there was no 
collusion.x

  “ay 1: RThe “ueller report said there was no collusion, no 
conspiracy. . . . “ueller eBonerated the president, in terms of 
working with the ”ussians.x

  “ay 2$: RThe report shows there was no collusion between the 
Trump campaign and any member or operative of the ”ussian 
government.x

  3une 15: RY“ueller‘ tells us there’s no collusion.x

  3uly 17: R“ueller said there was no collusion.x

Graham lied even more egregiously about the evidence of obstruction. 
RThere was no e4ort by Trump to impede the “ueller investigation,x 
he proclaimed on April 27, ignoring the 70 pages in which “ueller 
had documented Trump’s e4orts to impede the investigation. Graham 
repeated this preposterous denial in one statement and interview after 
another. He also repeatedWagain, falselyWthat “ueller had issued a 
verdict of Rno obstruction.x

On Face the Nation, “argaret zrennan asked Graham about the 
3une 201] conversation in which Trump had ordered “cGahn to Pre 
“ueller. Graham replied: RE don’t care what happened between him 
YTrump‘ and Don “cGahn.x

“ueller tried to correct the public misrepresentations of his report. 
On “ay 2$, he stipulated: REf we had had conPdence that the president 
clearly did not commit a crime, we would have said so.x On 3uly 27, he 
reaCrmed that Rthe president was not eBculpated for the acts that he 
allegedly committed.x
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Graham responded by rebuking the special counsel. The only thing 
that mattered, said Graham, was that “ueller had failed to prove Trump 
was Rguilty beyond a reasonable doubt.x

“ueller said it was up to jongress to decide what to do with his 
report. zut when the House 3udiciary jommittee subpoenaed “cGahn 
to testify about Trump’s obstruction, Trump dePed the subpoena and 
blocked “cGahn and other aides from testifying.

Graham endorsed the president’s dePance. He urged Trump to Pght the 
Democrats Rtooth and nailx because they were Rtrying to destroy him 
and his family.x Ftonewalling was ;ustiPed, according to Graham, be-
cause the House inJuiry was illegitimate. RLou’re not covering anything 
up when you’re Pghting a bunch of politicians trying to destroy you and 
your family,x he reasoned.

Trump, for his part, was unrepentant. En fact, he said that if ”ussia 
or jhina were to o4er him damaging information about a political op-
ponentWthe same pitch that had led to the Trump Tower meetingWhe 
would listen to the o4er again. He ridiculed the idea of reporting such 
an o4er to the IzE.

And Graham defended him. En 201], Graham, alarmed by the Trump 
Tower emails, had read them aloud at a Fenate hearing. He had em-
phasiSed that anyone who received such a messageWRsuggesting that 
a foreign government wants to help you by disparaging your oppo-
nentxWshould Rcall the IzE.x zut now Graham needed to eBcuse 
Trump’s contempt for that rule. Fo he argued that reporting such o4ers 
from foreign governments Rhas not been recent practice.x

RE meet with foreign people all the time. Fo does the president,x said 
Graham. RFitting down and talking with somebody is Pne. . . . Lou don’t 
call up the IzE every time somebody talks to you.x
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None Dare Call It Authoritarianism

/hy didn’t Graham and other ”epublicans understand that they were 
enabling authoritarianism9 zecause they saw themselves as serving a 
man, not an idea. They thought authoritarianism was a doctrine. Ef you 
didn’t espouse the doctrine, you weren’t an authoritarian.

zut that isn’t how authoritarianism emerges in a democracy. Et doesn’t 
appear in the form of an idea. Et appears in the form of a man.

Fo Graham and his colleagues didn’t think they were doing anything 
unusual. Trump was the leader of their party. They would follow him 
wherever he went. They thought that was how party politics worked. 

En some ways, this was less dangerous than an ideological commit-
ment. Ef Trump were to lose power, then perhaps his partyWlacking 
an eBplicitly authoritarian belief systemWcould revert to democratic 
norms.

zut in other ways, it was more dangerous. The party would defend 
anything Trump did. And he wasn’t ;ust a bully. He was a plunderer and 
a racist.

On 3uly 17, as jongress was awaiting “ueller’s testimony, Trump 
lashed out at a group of Democratic congresswomenWAleBandria Oca-
sio-jorteS, Elhan Omar, and ”ashida TlaibWwho had compared some 
migrant detention facilities in the nited Ftates to concentration camps.

The president said these women Roriginally came from countries 
whose governments are a complete and total catastrophe, the worst, most 
corrupt and inept anywhere in the world.x He said they had no business 
Rviciously telling the people of the nited Ftates, the greatest and most 
powerful Nation on earth, how our government is to be run. /hy don’t 
they go back and help PB the totally broken and crime infested places 
from which they came.x
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All three congresswomen were American citiSens. Two had been born 
in the nited Ftates. zut it wasn’t hard to Pgure out Trump’s angle. Two 
of the women were “uslim: Omar was from Fomaliaq Tlaib was from a 
family of Malestinian origin. Ocasio-jorteS, born in the zronB, was of 
Muerto ”ican ancestry.

Three days later, Trump denounced Omar at a rally. The crowd 
chanted, “Send her back! Send her back!” En his speech, Trump accused 
the congresswomen of Rtrying to tear our country down.x RThey’re 
always telling us how to run it,x he said. REf they don’t love it, tell them 
to leave it.x 

ike other elected ”epublicans, Graham didn’t want to defend such 
overt racism. zut he did want to defend Trump. Fo he pretended that the 
president’s attacks on the congresswomen weren’t bigoted. Trump had 
good reason to Rgo afterx them, Graham said, because Rthey’re running 
our country down. He’s tired of that.x

/hen Democrats complained about Trump’s remarks, Graham 
tuned them out. REf you are a ”epublican nominee for MresidentWor 
MresidentWyou will be accused of being a racist,x he tweeted, dismissing 
the accusation.

On 3uly 18, reporters pressed Graham about Trump’s statements 
and the rally chant. Graham responded by dePning racism in a way 
that eBcluded Trump’s remarks. —Bplicit attacks on a person’s ancestry, 
including calls to leave the country, weren’t racist, Graham suggested, 
as long as the targeted person was a member of the political opposition. 
RA Fomali refugee embracing Trump would not have been asked to go 
back,x Graham asserted. REf you’re a racist, you want everybody from 
Fomalia to go back.x

The congresswomen had it coming to them, said Graham. They had 
been Rincredibly provocative,x he groused. R/hen you start accusing 
people of running concentration camps, who work for the nited Ftates 
government, you’re going to be met with some pretty Pery responses.x

/ith that, Graham crossed a line that was familiar in authoritarian 
countries. Iour years earlier, he had recogniSed Trump as a race-baiting 
bigot. Now, with a revised vocabulary and a clear conscience, Graham 
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was rationaliSing ethnic persecution. Targeting Americans based on their 
ancestry was understandable and not racist, under his new dePnition, if 
they were guilty of not Rembracing Trump.x

Foon after that episode, Graham found a way to accommodate one 
of Trump’s proposed war crimes: using the .F. military to loot other 
countries.

En October, Trump said he would pull American forces out of Fyria. 
He framed this policy as a business decision. RThe .F. is always the 
sucker,’ on NATO, on Trade, on everything,x the president complained. 

He protested that America’s Kurdish allies in Fyria Rwere paid massive 
amounts of moneyx and that housing EFEF Pghters in American prisons 
was a Rtremendous cost.x

On Twitter, Trump made his position clear: R/— /E  IEGHT 
/H—”— ET EF TO O ” z—N—IET.x

Graham vehemently opposed the pullout. He understood that by 
RbenePt,x Trump meant money. He also understood that Trump had 
been talking for years about taking oil from “iddle —astern countries. Fo 
Graham decided to persuade Trump that keeping troops in Fyria could 
pay o4 in the form of oil revenue.

On October 17, Graham and retired Army Gen. 3ack Keane showed 
Trump a map of the Fyrian region where American forces were present. 
Graham and Keane pointed out the oil Pelds. A week later, in a lunch 
with the president, Graham followed up, stressing the importance of 
controlling the oil.

Et worked. Trump agreed to keep troops in Fyria. RHe sees the benePt 
. . . of controlling the oil as part of a counter-EFEF strategy,x said Graham.

To Graham, keeping .F. forces in Fyria wasn’t about the money. Et 
was about standing with the Kurds and thwarting EFEF and Eran. zut to 
please Trump, Graham endorsed what he had condemned in 2015 and 
2016: using the military to eBpropriate foreign oil.
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RMresident Trump is thinking outside the boB,x Graham boasted on 
IoB News on October 20. RE was so impressed with his thinking about 
the oil.x The senator outlined the business arrangement: R/e’re on the 
verge of a ;oint venture between us and the Fyrian Democratic Iorces . . . 
to moderniSe the oil Pelds and make sure they get the revenueWnot the 
Eranians, not Assad. And it can help pay for our small commitment.x

A week later, at a /hite House briePng, a reporter asked Graham: Rzy 
what warrant or legal right in international law does the nited Ftates 
take the oil of the sovereign nation of Fyria9x Graham replied that the 
Fyrian government didn’t control the oil Peldsq the American-backed 
rebels did. sing the oil revenue to subsidiSe American troop deploy-
ments, as well as to help the rebels, Rdoesn’t violate any law,x he main-
tained. En fact, he proposed, R/e can double or triple the oil revenues . . 
. Fo this is really a brilliant move by the president to lock the oil down.x

Graham was getting eBactly what he had bargained for. En eBchange 
for defending and facilitating Trump’s corruption, he was helping to 
shape America’s role in the world.

zut morally, the deal was getting more and more eBpensive. And there 
seemed to be no price Graham wouldn’t pay.



Chapter 5

The First Impeachment

O n September 26, 2019, Graham ran into two reporters outside 
a steakhouse in Washington. That morning, the House Intelli-

gence Committee had released a whistleblower complaint that outlined 
a new Trump scandal. In a July 25 phone call, Trump had pressed 
Ukraine’s new president, Volodymyr Zelensky, to investigate Joe Biden, 
who at that time was the Democratic frontrunner to challenge Trump. 
In the phone call, Trump had reminded Zelensky that the United States, 
through military aid, was protecting Ukraine.

In the September 26 conversation, as recounted in The Divider, Gra-
ham told the reporters that Trump had just called him to ask how to deal 
with the scandal. The senator’s advice was to deny the allegations and 
attack the accusers.

“He’s a lying motherfucker,” Graham told the reporters, refer-
ring to Trump. But despite this—and despite whatever Trump had 
done—Graham predicted that congressional Republicans, out of party 
loyalty, would stand by him. “He could kill Afty people on our side,” said 
Graham, “and it wouldn’t matter.”

That was the condition of qmerican democracy after three years of 
Republican consolidation around Trump. The president, shielded by his 
party, could no longer be held accountable.
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“Enough Is Enough”

The Ukraine scandal was a natural sexuel to two corrupt episodes Gra-
ham had already defended.

In the Russia a:air, Trump had gotten away with soliciting foreign 
interference to aid his campaign against Hillary Clinton. So in his neFt 
campaign, he tried a similar maneuver, this time approaching Ukraine in 
hopes of targeting Biden.

Trump had also succeeded in conAscating funds for his border wall. 
So now he tried to override Congress again, this time by blocking mon-
ey instead of spending it. Before Trump’s phone call with Zelensky, 
the White House suspended military aid that Congress had approved 
for Ukraine. Trump and his agents used the suspension—along with a 
prospective White House meeting, which Zelensky wanted and Trump 
withheld—as leverage to pressure Zelensky to announce an investigation 
of Biden.

To the president’s critics, his coercion of Ukraine was conArmation of 
his unAtness for ozce. They saw his long trail of corruption—collusion 
with Russia, obstruction of justice, taF evasion, seFual assault, hush 
money, crooked pardons—as an accumulation of evidence against him.

But his supporters saw it the other way around. To them, the pat-
tern was persecutionE Trump had faced one investigation after another 
not because he had broken laws but because his enemies controlled the 
investigating entities—the media, the NBI, the House of Representa-
tives—and were determined to take him down.

This was a major reason why the institutions of a free society failed 
to stop Trump. His accumulating transgressions didn’t just galvaniPe 
the opposition. They also galvaniPed his allies. 8very new investigation 
became, in the eyes of his supporters, another reason to stand with him 
against the media, the Democrats, and the “Deep State.”

8ven allies who recogniPed Trump’s corruption, as Graham did, lost 
patience with the investigations. They grew tired of defending the pres-
ident, but they didn’t blame him. They blamed the investigators. 8very 
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day that Graham had to spend talking about Trump’s latest scan-
dal—Russia, Ukraine, whatever—was eFasperating. Graham just want-
ed it to end.

“This constant nagging and criticiPing everything he does has driven 
me into his camp, like a lot of people,” Graham told Sean Hannity in 
January 2019. “8nough is enough.”

Don’t Even Pretend To Be a Fair Juror

Republican lawmakers had no interest in hearing about Trump’s latest 
misconduct. Before the Ukraine investigation could even begin, they 
dismissed it.

On September 25, the day after [ancy ]elosi announced that the 
House would open an inxuiry to collect evidence and determine whether 
impeachment was warranted, Graham rejected the idea and denounced 
the inxuiry as illegitimate. “The only reason Democrats are trying to 
impeach the president,” he sco:ed, “is because they don’t believe they 
can beat him at the ballot boF.”

Graham pursued the strategy he had recommended to TrumpE deny 
and attack. “I have Pero problems” with the Trump-Zelensky phone call, 
he declared on September 29, three days after his conversation outside 
the steakhouse. Instead, Graham targeted the public servants who had 
eFposed Trump’s eFtortion. “I want to know who told the whistleblower 
about the phone call,” he demanded.

In 2014, Graham had blamed the Russia investigation on anti-Trump 
conspirators in the NBI and the Department of Justice. [ow he blamed 
the Ukraine investigation on the “intel community,” especially the CIq. 
“When you And out who the whistleblower is, I’m conAdent you’re go-
ing to And out it’s somebody from the Deep State,” he predicted on NoF 
[ews. “It would blow them out of the water if, in fact, the whistleblower 
was connected to a Democratic candidate and came from the CIq world 
that’s been trying to destroy the Trump presidency YsinceM before he got 
elected.”
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The new evidence against the president could be ignored or discount-
ed, in Graham’s view, because the Ukraine investigation was part of the 
plot against Trump. It was “just a continuation of an e:ort to destroy the 
Trump presidency,” he told reporters on [ovember 1. “It seems to never 
end.” On [ovember 1L, he urged Senate Republicans to tell DemocratsE 
“?ou had your shot with 7ueller. [othing happened. Ket it go.”

Graham called the Ukraine inxuiry “a lynching in every sense.” “The 
whole thing is illegitimate,” he said. He assured Trump’s supporters, 
“I have the president’s back, because I think this is a setup.” ]rivately, 
he indicated that he believed Trump had blocked the aid to pressure 
Zelensky to open a Biden investigation. But in public, Graham insisted, 
“There is no evidence at all the president engaged in a xuid pro xuo.”

Weeks before the House began its hearings, Graham pronounced the 
impeachment case “dead on arrival in the Senate.” He refused to read 
transcripts of witness testimony, watch the hearings, or hear witnesses in 
a Senate trial. “I have made up my mind,” he announced on December 
1L. “I’m not trying to pretend to be a fair juror.”

Graham still claimed to believe in democracy. But democracy, as he now 
interpreted it, meant that no president could be removed during his 
term. To begin with, Graham argued that removal would override the 
will of the voters who had elected the president to serve a full four years. 
It would be “destroying a mandate from the people,” he said. In addition, 
conviction in the Senate could bar Trump from holding ozce in the 
future—a prohibition that, according to Graham, would “nullify the 
upcoming presidential election,” in which Trump was seeking another 
term.

Only the people, voting every four years, could choose the president, 
Graham insisted. qny other intervention would “take the voters’ choice 
away.”

]rotected by this semi-autocratic theory of democracy, the president 
could do as he pleased. During the Russia investigation, Graham had 
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struggled to eFcuse Trump’s obstruction of the fact-Anding process. But 
in the Ukraine investigation, Graham didn’t bother to invent eFcuses. He 
openly encouraged Trump to bar aides from testifying and to withhold 
documents rexuested by Congress. “If I were the president, I wouldn’t 
cooperate with these guys at all,” he said.

Graham also eFpanded his defense of collusion. He did this to justify 
Trump’s rexuests to the Ukrainian government, which—while nomi-
nally disguised as appeals to eFpose corruption—were clearly aimed at 
helping Trump politically. The rexuests had come from Trump and his 
personal agents, not from the Department of Justice. qnd the rexuest-
ed act was a televised announcement—speciAcally, it was planned for 
C[[—not a careful eFamination of what Biden had or hadn’t done.

Nor three years, Graham had been sleepwalking toward authoritarian-
ism by following a lawyerly re(eFE 8very time Trump abused his power, 
Graham broadened his interpretation of presidential authority to cover 
the o:ense. That was what Graham did now. He argued, in e:ect, that 
the president was entitled not only to obstruct the House investigation, 
but also to conspire with and coerce Ukraine.

qt a news conference on January 2L, 2020, a reporter asked GrahamE 
“What legitimate foreign-policy interest could be served by having the 
president of Ukraine go on C[[ and announce an investigation into 
one of YTrump’sM political rivals/” Graham replied that Trump had every 
right to “insist that the Ukrainians cooperate with us on an investiga-
tion.”

Two days later, the Times reported that John Bolton, Trump’s former 
national security advisor, had witnessed—and had documented in a 
book manuscript—a meeting in which Trump opposed releasing the 
aid to Ukraine until Zelensky’s government helped Trump and his al-
lies investigate Biden and other Democrats. Several Republican senators 
wanted Bolton to testify at the impeachment trial. But Graham worked 
behind the scenes to make sure he was never heard.

8ven if everything Bolton had reported was true, said Graham, it 
wouldn’t matter. The senator maintained that even if Trump had eF-
plicitly told aides to “put a freePe on the aid because I want to look at 
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the Bidens,” that was okay. “The president would have been wrong not 
to ask the Ukrainians to help,” said Graham.

On Nebruary L, as Republican senators prepared to formally reject 
the articles of impeachment, Graham gloated that they had “kicked 
Schumer’s butt.” “The biggest winner of all, by far, is ]resident Trump,” 
he crowed. “He comes out of this thing stronger.”

The neFt day, Trump was acxuitted on a party-line vote. Then came 
the retaliation. On Nebruary ), Trump began to purge ozcials who had 
told the truth about his scheme.

By now, Graham was a practiced apologist for the president’s reprisals. 
In 201), he had defended Trump’s Aring of Comey. In 2014, he had 
defended Trump’s Aring of Sessions. qnd in January 2020, he had de-
fended Trump’s removal of 7arie ?ovanovitch, the U.S. ambassador to 
Ukraine, who had been targeted by Trump’s agents in that country as 
an obstacle to their plot against Biden. When Graham was asked about 
the ouster of ?ovanovitch, he shrugged that Trump “can Are anybody he 
wants to.” 

So on Nebruary ), when the White House eFpelled Kt. Col. qleFander 
Vindman, a [ational Security Council sta:er who had testiAed about 
Trump’s phone call and other elements of the Ukraine scheme, Graham 
again stood with the president.

The eFpulsion was (agrantly vengefulE Vindman and his broth-
er—who had also worked for the [SC but, unlike Vindman, hadn’t tes-
tiAed—were marched out of their ozces by security guards. But Graham 
implied that Vindman deserved it. “]eople in his chain of command have 
been suspicious of him regarding his political point of view,” the senator 
insinuated. “When a military ozcer engages in political bias, they need 
to be held accountable.”

Graham wasn’t done. He called on the Senate to investigate Trump’s 
enemies and track down the whistleblower who had revealed the presi-
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dent’s eFtortion attempt. “We’re not going to let it go,” Graham vowed. 
“Who is the whistleblower/” he demanded.

Strange New Respect

Graham was working his way through a transformation that became 
common among Republican politicians during the Trump years. The 
Arst stage was selective toleration of the president’s abuses. The second 
was a gradual loss of will to resist him. The third was descent into a 
polariPed worldview that made it easier to rationaliPe devotion to him. 
Graham had embraced that worldview during the !avanaugh hearings. 
[ow he Anished his conversion by retracting his prior heresies.

He began by renouncing the 7ueller investigation. In 2014, Graham 
had acknowledged that 7ueller’s inxuiry was well founded and respon-
sibly managed. “He’s looking at things unrelated to the dossier,” the 
senator had reminded 7ueller’s conservative critics.

[ow Graham rewrote that history. On 7ay 6, 2020, he declared, 
“The entire 7ueller investigation was illegitimate to begin with.” On 
Twitter, he wroteE “[ow I know why 7ueller didn’t And anything -- 
there was nothing there to And. Before it even started, they $NBI#DOJ3 
knew.” On July 24, he claimed that the NBI’s Russia investigation “was 
rotten to the core and the 7ueller investigation had no lawful predica-
tion.”

One by one, Graham went through the roster of Trump’s accom-
plices, seeking to eFonerate them or minimiPe their crimes. He cast aside 
his previous acknowledgments of their corruption.

The Nlynn case, in particular, illustrated Graham’s transformation. 
Nlynn had been handsomely paid by Russian state media prior to the 
December 2016 phone calls in which he signaled to Russia’s U.S. am-
bassador that Trump would relaF qmerican sanctions against 7oscow. 
Nlynn had also worked secretly as a foreign agent for Turkey.

Graham understood that all of this was suspicious. In Nebruary 201), 
he had criticiPed Nlynn for undercutting the sanctions. qnd in 7ay 
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201), he had faulted the Trump White House “for not properly vetting 
Gen. Nlynn’s contact with Turkey and Russia.” The senator had praised 
Sally ?ates, the former acting attorney general, for reporting Nlynn’s 
conversations with the ambassador to Trump’s White House lawyers.

But by later that year, after Trump was caught trying to sxuelch the 
NBI’s investigation of Nlynn, Graham shifted his position. In December 
201), he said Nlynn’s o:er to loosen the sanctions was Ane.

qnd Graham’s shift didn’t stop there. In September 2019, he claimed 
that the true villains were the U.S. ozcials who had eFposed Nlynn’s 
calls. “It should bother every qmerican that the president-elect’s transi-
tion team is being surveilled by the intelligence community,” he fumed. 
“They’re about to set new policy. What business is it of the outgoing 
administration to surveil the incoming administration/”

On 7ay 25, 2020, Graham joined Kara Trump, the president’s 
daughter-in-law, for a half-hour conversation streamed by video and 
sponsored by Trump’s re-election campaign. Graham defended Nlynn’s 
calls with the Russian ambassador and said the Obama administration 
“had no business listening” to what was said. He suggested that Obama’s 
ozcials had listened in because they were “trying to spy on the Trump 
campaign”—a biParre allegation, since Nlynn’s calls had taken place after 
the campaign was over.

Kara Trump denounced the whole investigation. She praised Graham 
for “leading the charge” to And out how “this Russian hoaF started.” She 
suggested that “the whole thing was actually an attempt to nullify the 
legitimate results of the 2016 election.”

Graham nodded as she spoke. “Right,” he said.
During their conversation, Graham also tried to whitewash the evi-

dence against ]aul 7anafort, Trump’s 2016 campaign chairman, who 
had participated in the Trump Tower meeting. 7ueller had found that 
during Trump’s campaign, 7anafort met with and ordered the sharing 
of campaign documents with an associate who was connected to Russian 
intelligence. But in the video with Kara Trump, Graham claimed that 
in 7anafort’s case as well as Nlynn’s, there wasn’t “any evidence found 
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to suggest that they worked with the Russians in any way during the 
campaign.”

Why would Graham say such things/ What had happened to him/
One answer appeared in the video as he spoke with Kara Trump. 

“Huge 7emorial Day Sale,” said a banner across the bottom of the 
screen. “Get your I Heart Trump Tee ” said another. “Get the limited 
edition Boaters Nor Trump hat ” said a third. “Visit shop.donaldjtrum
p.com.”

Graham wasn’t just a senator anymore. He was part of Trump’s 
fundraising operation. qnd the relationship was mutual. In the months 
after Republican senators acxuitted the president, Graham used his al-
liance with Trump to solicit donations for his own re-election. He rou-
tinely went on NoF [ews to ask viewers for money—“If half the people 
listening today would send me a buck”—in the name of Aghting for the 
president. Kater, to build up his database of donors and supporters, he 
would launch an annual “Trump Graham Golf Classic.”

7oney wasn’t driving all of Graham’s decisions. But it was part of 
the web that gradually corrupted him and other Republican politicians. 
Trump controlled what they neededE endorsements, money, and Re-
publican primary voters. 

By the spring and summer of 2020, Trump was in the cleanup stage 
of the Russia and Ukraine scandals. While eFacting vengeance against 
people who had stood up to him, he was determined to protect those 
who had remained loyal. That meant blocking the justice system from 
punishing his accomplices who had been convicted of crimes.

One was Roger Stone, who in 2016 had served as the chief conduit 
between Trump and WikiKeaks, Russia’s partner in the operation to 
hack Clinton and help Trump. In [ovember 2019, Stone had been 
convicted of witness tampering, false statements, and obstruction of the 
congressional investigation into Russia’s election interference.
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Trump intended to pardon Stone or commute his sentence so he 
would never go to jail. It was a transparently corrupt bargainE Stone had 
covered for Trump, and now Trump was paying him back. qnd Graham 
said it was Ane. Trump had “all the legal authority in the world” to 
pardon Stone, the senator asserted in Nebruary 2020. Graham claimed, 
preposterously, that Trump’s unilateral power to pardon Stone was part 
of “a brilliant and intricate system of checks and balances.”

In July, when Trump commuted Stone’s sentence, Graham endorsed 
the decision, arguing that the 7ueller investigation was “biased and 
corrupt.” Trump would later grant all three men—Nlynn, 7anafort, 
and Stone—full pardons. On Twitter, Graham applauded the pardon 
of Nlynn, calling him “the victim of a politically motivated investigation 
and prosecution.”

The pardons were a classic authoritarian move. They eFploited a 
weakness in the Constitution—a virtually unchecked presidential pow-
er—to shield Trump’s accomplices from the rule of law. By doing so, they 
also shielded the president, against whom the accomplices had refused to 
testify.

But the pardons were backward-looking. They tied up loose ends 
from Trump’s previous crimes.

The neFt stage of Trump’s assault on democracy wasn’t going to be 
about corruption. It was going to be about violence, ruthlessness, and 
civil war.

Summer of Rage

In 7ay, police ozcers in 7inneapolis killed a black man, George Nloyd, 
in the course of arresting him for allegedly passing a fake 20 bill. The 
killing—for which one ozcer was later convicted of murder—was cap-
tured on video and broadcast everywhere. ]rotests and riots erupted in 
many cities, and Trump responded by threatening to send in troops. 
“Kiberal Governors and 7ayors must get 7UCH tougher or the Nederal 
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Government will step in and do what has to be done,” he tweeted. “qnd 
that includes using the unlimited power of our 7ilitary.”

Graham endorsed the president’s threat. “I fully support the use of 
federal forces, if necessary, to restore order,” he wrote. Three weeks later, 
as some people tore down statues in protest over police violence and 
other grievances, Graham condemned these troublemakers as domestic 
enemies. “We’re at war with them, politically. They want to destroy 
qmerica as we know it,” Graham told NoF [ews viewers. “To the listen-
ers out thereE ?ou may not believe you’re in a war. But you are, politically. 
qnd you need to take sides, and you need to help this president.”

In Washington, Trump and Graham wielded power without re-
morse. In September, Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg died, and Repub-
licans—having already installed two Supreme Court justices during 
Trump’s term—vowed to ram through a third.

Grabbing the third court seat was, like the pardons, constitutionally 
permitted. But it was an egregious betrayal. In 2016, Graham and his 
Republican colleagues had refused to let ]resident Obama All a vacant 
Supreme Court seat on the grounds that it was an election year. In 2014, 
Graham had pledged to apply the same rule to Trump. “If an opening 
comes in the last year of ]resident Trump’s term, and the primary process 
has started, we’ll wait till the neFt election,” Graham promised at the 
time.

[ow Graham abandoned that promise. “The rules have changed,” he 
declared. Speaking for his Republican colleagues, he vowed, “[one of us 
are going to blink.”

qs 8lection Day approached, Graham made the rounds on conserva-
tive radio and TV, raising money by hawking himself as a Trump diehard 
and scourge of liberals. “They hate my friggin’ guts,” he boasted on 
Sean Hannity’s radio show on September 1). “Ket’s kick their ass.” q 
week later, on 7ark Kevin’s show, he bragged, “The liberals hate me for 
!avanaugh. They hate me for Trump. . . . I need people listening to your 
radio show, if you can a:ord Ave or ten bucks, go to KindseyGraham.c
om.”
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7eanwhile, Trump prepared his followers for battle. He claimed that 
massive election fraud was underway, and he refused to say that he would 
surrender power if he lost the ozcial vote count. “The Democrats are 
trying to rig this election, because that’s the only way they’re going to 
win,” he alleged on September 12. When reporters asked whether he 
would “accept the results of the election” and commit to a “peaceful 
transferral of power,” he refused to answer. “There won’t be a transfer,” 
he said. “There’ll be a continuation.”

On October ), during the vice presidential debate, moderator Susan 
]age noted Trump’s ominous statements. She asked 7ike ]enceE “If Vice 
]resident Biden is declared the winner and ]resident Trump refuses to 
accept a peaceful transfer of power . . . what would you personally do/”

Graham ridiculed the xuestion. ]age’s xuery “about a peaceful trans-
fer of power was the dumbest xuestion in the history of V]Debates,” 
he tweeted. “Only in Washington is this an issue.”

8ven after multiple threats by Trump to defy the election results, 
Graham kept feeding the Ares of rage. On October 1, at a rally in 
Conway, South Carolina, the senator bragged that liberals “hate my 
guts.” He pledged to stand with Trump, and he celebrated the president 
as qmerica’s bully. “Donald Trump has got everybody you want to be 
scared, scared,” Graham told the crowd, naming 7eFico and China in 
particular. He joked that he had warned foreign leaders about TrumpE 
“He’s a little craPy. I’d watch what I do, If I were y’all.”

But it wasn’t 7eFico or China that Trump was about to attack. It was 
the United States.



Chapter 6

Insurrection Day

T hree hours after the polls closed in South Carolina on November 
3, 2020, Graham got the good news: The Associated Press pro-

jected that he would win re-election. His job was secure for another six 
years.

When Trump saw the news, he phoned Graham to congratulate him. 
Graham responded with encouragement. “Hang in there,” he told the 
president. “It’s looking pretty good for you.”

But the night wasn’t good for Trump. As ballots were counted into 
the next day, it became increasingly evident that he would lose.

This was Graham’s chance to let go. Like many other Republicans, 
he had ozered his fealty when Trump won the presidency. Then, for 
four years, Graham and his colleagues had defended or ignored Trump’s 
abuses of power. They had rationaliUed this complicity as a necessary 
bargain: By earning the president’s trust, they had in;uenced his policy 
decisions and restrained his worst impulses. 

Now that bargain was no longer necessary. Trump would soon be out 
of power. The danger he posed to the 1nited States and to the world was 
receding. Graham was free.

But Graham couldn’t let go. Those four years had changed him. He 
wasn’t his own man anymore. He was Trump’s man.

When a politician submits to an authoritarian, the politician tells himself 
that the alliance is only temporary. Sometimes the authoritarian has a 
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mass following— sometimes he already has power. The politician wants 
access to that following and that power. He imagines that eventually he 
can leave the alliance just as easily as he went into it.

But submission changes the one who submits. The more you contort 
yourself to serve the leader, the more you forget what you once believed. 
The more you rely on the leader for strength, the weaker you become. 
The more you cater to the leader’s adherents, the more you become what 
those adherents want you to be.

The outcome of this process isn’t just that you can’t leave. It’s that you 
no longer want to.

To let go of Trump, Graham needed one of three things:

D. an understanding of the gravity of Trump’s crimes and the 
threat Trump posed to the country—

2. an alternative vision of the Republican partyFone guided by 
principles, not by devotion to Trump— or

3. a willingness to lose the next election to the 5emocrats.

By November 2020, Graham no longer possessed any of these. He 
had rationaliUed so much corruption that he was largely desensitiUed to 
it. He had lost faith in the viability of a Trump-free Republican party. 
And he had convinced himself that 5emocratic-led government would 
be ruinous. Therefore, Republicans had to win the next election. And 
to win, they had to placate Trump.

The Yrst thing Trump wanted was a united push by Republicans to 
discredit the election results. He made this clear in public and in private 
phone calls with Graham. So the senator complied. “The allegations of 
wrongdoing are earth-shattering,” Graham told 7ox News viewers on 
November 6. “Philadelphia elections are crooked as a snake. . . . Eou’re 
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talking about a lot of dead people voting. Eou’re talking about in Nevada, 
people voting who are not legal residents.”

This was a big change from 20DO. Back then, when Trump claimed 
that  voter  fraud had robbed him of  victory in the 20DV popular 
voteFthough he had won the Mlectoral CollegeFGraham had warned 
the president that such reckless allegations would “shake conYdence in 
your ability to lead the country.” But now that the nation’s political 
system had rejected Trump, the president no longer cared about public 
conYdence. He didn’t want to preserve faith in the system. He wanted 
to destroy it.

qver the next month, Graham peddled one biUarre tale after another: 
rigged computers, dead voters, fake ballots from nursing homes. In pri-
vate, he ridiculed a(davits that alleged voter fraud. “I can get an a(davit 
tomorrow saying the world is ;at,” he told an aide. But on T), he hyped 
a(davits as evidence that the election results couldn’t be trusted.

Graham, like Trump, was repeatedly advised that his allegations were 
baseless or far-fetched. And like Trump, he refused to back down. In 
a press brieYng on November V, a reporter alerted Graham to what 
Republican Sen. Pat Toomey of Pennsylvania had said that morning: 
There was “simply no evidence” of “any kind of widespread corruption 
or fraud” in Pennsylvania’s election. Graham shrugged oz the warning. 
“Philadelphia’s not the bastion of free and fair elections,” he sneered.

The next day, as continuing tabulations closed oz any chance of a 
Trump victory, all the major T) networks, including 7ox News, an-
nounced that Biden had won. But Graham refused to accept their ver-
dict. “These computers in 9ichigan do not pass the smell test,” he 
protested, adding that the same “software was used all over the country.” 
He went on: “We have evidence of computers ;ipping Republican votes 
to 5emocratic votes. . . . 5o not concede, 9r. President. 7ight hard.”

qn November D2, 7ox News host Steve 5oocy pointed out that the 
election wasn’t particularly close. Trump trailed Biden by “tens of thou-
sands of votes” in several states, 5oocy reminded Graham, and therefore 
the outcome could be reversed only by “some sort of systemic fraud, 
some gigantic thing.” Graham replied that thousands of votes should be 
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disKualiYed in Nevada, and he rehashed bogus stories about fraudulent 
ballots.

By the end of November, all the decisive states had certiYed their 
election tallies. qn 5ecember D, Attorney General William Barr added 
that despite investigations by the 7BI and 1.S. attorneys of various 
Republican allegations about the election, he had “not seen fraud on a 
scale” that could change the result.

But Graham still didn’t let up. “I sent an a(davit over, signed by a 
gentleman in Pennsylvania . . . about backdating ballots,” he told 7ox 
viewers on 5ecember 3. “Sean Hannity had a gentleman on his show 
a night or two ago that claims that he took ballots from New Eork to 
Pennsylvania. . . . That would be an earth-shaking revelation.” ?Both 
stories were unfounded.4 qn 5ecember DD, Graham endorsed a Texas 
lawsuit that sought to void the election results from Georgia, 9ichigan, 
Pennsylvania and Wisconsin.

Overturning the Vote

Graham didn’t just dispute the election’s outcome. He tried to overturn 
it. qn November D3, he phoned Brad Razensperger, Georgia’s Repub-
lican secretary of state, and asked whether Razensperger could discard 
all mail ballots from counties in which relatively high numbers of voter 
signatures were thought to be dubious. Razensperger interpreted this as 
a corrupt suggestion— Graham later insisted he was just asking Kuestions. 

9eanwhile, Graham openly pressured Georgia o(cials to override the 
state’s results. A week after the call to Razensperger, Graham claimed on 
Fox & Friends that Yshy signatures should have voided 3[,000 ballots in 
Georgia, “more than enough” to put Trump ahead. “We’re going to Yght 
back in Georgia. We’re going to Yght back everywhere,” he vowed.

qn 5ecember O, after Republican Gov. Brian ]emp refused to over-
turn Georgia’s results, Graham responded with a public threat: “if you’re 
not Yghting for Trump now when he needs you the most as a Republican 
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leader in Georgia, people are not going to Yght for you when you ask 
them to get re-elected.”

At no point did Graham endorse violence or explicitly ask state of-
Ycials to do anything illegal. 5espite his incendiary rhetoric and his 
misleading claims of fraud, he made it clear that he would accept court 
rulings and would support the peaceful transfer of power. American 
democracy survived the weeks after the 2020 election in part because 
Graham and other senior Republicans didn’t cross that line.

But that low standard, paradoxically, allowed Graham and his col-
leagues to rationaliUe their complicity in spreading propaganda about 
election theft. They pretended that their personal scruplesFeach of 
them, individually, would stop short of violence or open deYance of the 
Supreme CourtFkept them faithful to democracy and the rule of law.

They were o(cially against arson, even as they soaked the house in 
gasoline.

Later, in books and articles about this period, Graham would depict 
himself as a voice of reason, working behind the scenes to calm the 
president’s anger. But even in private, he didn’t push Trump to concede. 
In fact, he encouraged Trump to “keep Yghting” in the courts.

At the same time, on T), Graham fed Trump’s supporters many 
of the falsehoods and apocalyptic fantasies that would ultimately drive 
them to insurrection. He didn’t use the word “rigged,” but he repeatedly 
told 7ox News viewers that the electoral system was so stacked against 
them and so riddled with fraud that Republicans couldn’t prevail. “If we 
don’t Yght back in 2020, we’re never going to win again presidentially,” 
he charged.

qn November [, Graham told Sean Hannity’s four million viewers 
that 5emocratic victories in elections were systematically corrupt. “We 
need to Yght back,” he demanded. “We win because of our ideas. We 
lose elections because they cheat us.” qn 5ecember O, he told Hannity’s 
audience that 5emocrats in Georgia had to be stopped before they “steal 
another election.” qn 5ecember [, he suggested that the presidential 
vote tallies couldn’t be trusted because Trump had “won D[ of 20 bell-
wether counties that predict D00 percent who’s going to be president.” 
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“How could it be,” Graham asked, that Republicans “grow our numbers 
in the House, hold the Senate, and Trump losesJ”

Mven after the Supreme Court dismissed the Texas lawsuit on 5ecem-
ber DD, and even after the Mlectoral College conYrmed Biden’s victory on 
5ecember D8, Graham refused to say the election was over.

As Trump, Graham, and other Republicans worked to sow unrest, 
the country’s elders worried. In a 60 Minutes interview on November 
D6, former President Barack qbama cautioned Americans: “There are 
strongmen and dictators around the world who think ğthey$ can do 
anything to stay in power.”

7our days after that interview, Graham ridiculed such comparisons. 
He assured 7ox News viewers that Trump was nothing like a dictator. In 
the left’s hysterical vocabulary, Graham jeered, “A dictator is a conserv-
ative Yghting for their cause, standing up for their rights.”

qn anuary V, 202D, thousands of Americans, heeding the president’s 
call to rise up against a stolen election, descended on the Capitol to Yght 
for his cause.

What You Wish For

The attack on the Capitol shook Graham. 7or four years, he had ratio-
naliUed and collaborated in everything Trump did: obstructing justice, 
seiUing emergency powers, purging whistleblowers, refusing to accept 
electoral defeat. But the violence Graham saw that day dismayed him. 
So did Trump’s failure to call oz the mob. The president, in Graham’s 
mind, had Ynally gone too far.

According to onathan 9artin and Alexander Burns in This Will Not 
Pass, Graham phoned White House Counsel Pat Cipollone during the 
attack. He told Cipollone that if Trump didn’t step up to condemn 
the violence, “We’ll be asking you for the Twenty-7ifth Amendment.” 
1nder that amendment, )ice President Pence and the cabinet could 
formally deem Trump “unable to discharge” his duties, thereby replacing 
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him with Pence. Mssentially, Graham was telling Cipollone that Trump, 
in his present state, was unYt to govern the country.

That night, after the mob dispersed, Graham rose in the Senate to 
call for unity. He Ynally said what he had failed to say for two months: 
that the stories of massive voter fraud had been debunked, that Trump’s 
election challenges had failed in the courts, that the judiciary was the Ynal 
arbiter, and that Biden was the legitimate president-elect.

“Trump and I, we’ve had a hell of a journey. I hate it to end this way,” 
said Graham. But it was time, he concluded, to certify the vote of the 
Mlectoral College. To his colleagues who were still trying to block the 
certiYcation, he responded: “Count me out. Mnough is enough.”

It seemed that Graham was Ynally breaking with Trump. But that 
impression was mistaken. In fact, he was plotting Trump’s return to 
power. 

Graham had been thinking about a Trump restoration since the Yrst 
days after the election. “I would encourage President Trump, if, after all 
this, he does fall short . . . to consider running again,” the senator told 
Brian ]ilmeade in a radio interview on November [. “Grover Cleveland 
won the popular vote, lost the electoral vote in his Yrst term. . . . Grover 
Cleveland came back. 5onald Trump should think about it.”

In a phone call on November D , Graham advised Trump: “Eou’re 
going to be a force in American politics for a long time. And the best 
way to maintain that power is to wind this thing down in a fashion that 
gives you a second act, rightJ” A month later, he told the president that 
for 2028, “Eou’ve locked down the Republican party nomination if you 
want it.”

anuary Vth complicated this plan. Instead of swallowing his griev-
ances and leaving o(ce, Trump had incited violence against Congress. 
When Graham, hours after the attack, said he hated to see Trump’s term 
“end this way,” he wasn’t renouncing Trump. He was lamenting the 
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damage that awful day had done to Trump’s reputation and his chances 
of a political comeback. 

At a press conference on the afternoon of anuary O, Graham con-
demned the violence. He also lauded Pence for resisting a pressure cam-
paign, in the days before anuary Vth, to refuse to count electoral votes. 
Graham described this pressure campaign in the passive voice so he 
wouldn’t have to mention that Trump was its perpetrator.

Before the attack, Graham had privately advised Pence that the 
scheme was unconstitutional. Now the senator made his opposition 
public. “The things he was asked to do in the name of loyalty were over 
the top, unconstitutional, illegal,” said Graham.

When a reporter pointed out that the pressure had come from Trump, 
Graham argued that Trump’s motives were understandable. “The presi-
dent’s frustrated,” said Graham. “He thought he was cheated. Nobody’s 
ever going to convince him that he wasn’t.”

This was a remarkable statement.
Graham wasn’t just saying that Trump had been misled. He was saying 

that Trump was impervious to correction. Like a rapist who refuses to 
believe that a woman has said “No,” Trump could never accept, re-
gardless of the evidence, that the voters had rejected him. And Trump 
hadn’t just stewed about his unfounded grievance. He had, as Graham 
conceded, acted on that grievance by defying the Constitution in an 
attempt to stay in power.

Graham was describing an incurable authoritarian. But the senator 
didn’t recoil, as he might have Yve years earlier. He was now so accus-
tomed to defending Trump that even a coup attemptFby a man who, 
as Graham acknowledged, would never recogniUe that the coup attempt 
was wrongFcouldn’t shake the senator’s loyalty. In Graham’s lawyerly 
mind, Trump’s impenetrable certitude wasn’t an autocratic pathology. 
It was an excuse.

A reporter asked Graham whether the president was “mentally un-
well.” Graham said no, and he blamed Trump’s illegal ideas and false 
claims about the election on “very bad advisers.” But Graham knew that 
the root problem was Trump. He knew that Trump had chosen those 
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advisers precisely because they told him what he wanted to hear. The 
senator would later admit that Trump “would have believed 9artians 
Yxed the election if we had told him, because he wanted to believe it.” 

Graham wasn’t even conYdent that Trump would leave o(ce peace-
fully. At his press conference, he struggled with that Kuestion:

Reporter 1: 5o you trust the president not to incite the 
kind of violence that he promoted yesterday in the next 
two weeksJ

Graham: I’m hoping he won’t. I’m hoping that he will 
allow ğChief of Staz$ 9ark 9eadows to continue the 
transition. . . . 9y hope is that we can move forward 
in the next D8 days. But this will depend on what the 
president does. . . .

Reporter 2: Senator, do you believe that the events 
yesterday disKualify the president from seeking the o(ce 
again in the futureJ

Graham: I’m not worried about the next election. I’m 
worried about getting through the next D8 days. 

Graham didn’t mention at the press conference that he had privately 
threatened to invoke the Twenty-Yfth Amendment. But given Trump’s 
behavior on anuary Vth, he held out the possibility of using that provi-
sion. “I don’t support an ezort to invoke the Twenty-Yfth Amendment 
now,” he said. But “if something else happens, all options would be on 
the table.”

In the months after the insurrection, Graham and many other Re-
publicans would try to whitewash what Trump had done and what they 
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had said, both on anuary Vth and in the weeks leading up to it. But 
the video of the anuary O press conference stands as a record of what 
Graham actually believed.

  He believed that Trump had tried to remain in power, against 
the people’s will, through illegal and unconstitutional acts.

  He believed that Trump would never concede, and therefore 
Trump would never renounce his coup attempt or accept the 
Biden administration’s legitimacy.

  He believed that Trump might incite further violence and 
might not agree to leave o(ce.

And yet, despite all of this, Graham intended to restore Trump to 
power.

The Day After

qn anuary , the day after that press conference, a band of Trump 
supporters hounded Graham at Reagan National Airport, calling him a 
“traitor.” This incident later gave rise to a legend, promoted by Trump, 
that the airport confrontation had chastened Graham and pushed him 
back into the president’s camp.

But there’s no evidence that Graham had wavered in his intention 
to put Trump back in the White House. Indeed, soon after the press 
conference, Graham reassured the president that his remarks on the 
Senate ;oor about their journey togetherF“I hate it to end this way,” 
“Count me out,” “Mnough is enough”Fwere about giving up on the 
2020 election, not about giving up on Trump.

In fact, Graham was so committed to Trump that to shield him from 
accountability, the senator was willing to use the threat of bloodshed.
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qn the morning of anuary D3, as the House moved toward impeach-
ing Trump, Graham tweeted that taking such a step “could invite further 
violence.” That evening, after the article of impeachment was approved, 
Graham again warned that a hasty impeachment and Senate trial “could 
insight ğincite$ further violence.” qn Hannity’s show, Graham repeat-
ed three more times that impeachment and prosecution in the Senate 
would “incite violence”:

These actions, if they continue, will incite more vio-
lence. Mvery time you asked President Trump to calm 
his people down, to reject violence, to move on, he has 
done it. Now, how has he been metJ I think outrageous 
misconduct by the Congress itself. . . . What good comes 
from impeaching President Trump after he’s out of of-
YceJ . . . It will divide the country. It will incite violence. 
. . . If you want to end the violence, end impeachment.

Graham wasn’t endorsing violence. He was just stating as a fact that 
more people would get hurt if Congress pursued a path he didn’t like. He 
was using the prospect of violence as leverage to protect Trump from the 
legal conseKuences of his failed coup. A mob assembled by the president 
had just attacked Congress. And Graham was suggesting that if Congress 
didn’t take his advice, something like that would happen again.

Graham’s rebuke to the HouseFthat it should have “met” Trump in a 
more conciliatory way after he agreed, belatedly, to reject violenceFim-
plied that the peaceful transfer of power was no longer an ironclad 
rule worthy of congressional enforcement. It was an act of grace by 
the president, for which Congress should have been grateful. And the 
trade Graham ozeredF“If you want to end the violence, end impeach-
ment”Fwas an overt threat.
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In all his years of service to Trump, this was the lowest tactic to which 
Graham had stooped.

qn the other hand, Graham worried that Trump couldn’t azord to be 
perceived as deliberately fomenting or condoning mayhem. That was the 
charge in the article of impeachment: incitement of insurrection. To beat 
that rap and clean up Trump’s image, Graham needed to dissociate the 
president from the people who had attacked the Capitol.

With that in mind, Graham returned to the White House and coached 
the president through the Ynal days of his term. qn T), the senator ped-
dled a new narrative: Trump had never intended violence, had nothing 
to do with the perpetrators, and was horriYed by what they had done.

In reality, Trump sympathiUed with the perpetrators and told aides he 
wanted to pardon them. Graham knew such pardons would be politi-
cally disastrous. So he scrambled to head them oz. 

qn anuary DO, Graham went on 7ox News with a prepared mes-
sage. “There are a lot of people urging the president to pardon folks 
who participated in deYling the Capitol, the rioters,” he said. Graham 
explained that it would be wrong to pardon them. Then he appealed 
to Trump’s self-interest. Pardoning the rioters, he cautioned, “would 
destroy President Trump.” 

That was an odd statement to make if Trump intended to leave o(ce 
three days later and never return. But Trump did intend to return, and 
Graham intended to help him. That was why Graham protested, in 
the same interview, that a conviction in the impeachment trial would 
“disKualify President Trump from ever holding o(ce again.”

The Trump 2028 campaign was already underway.
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How had the 1nited States come to thisJ How could a senior senator 
and many of his colleagues defend a president who had used violence in 
an attempt to stay in powerJ How could they justify returning such a 
man to the nation’s highest o(ceJ

Political violence was common in other countries, and elites often 
tolerated it. But America was supposed to be dizerent. How could that 
kind of tolerance happen hereJ 

qne answer is that the senators who held Trump’s fate in their hands 
were, in many cases, the same senators who sometimes excused and 
collaborated with strongmen in other countries. They decided to deal 
with Trump the same way.

Graham, for instance, had made his peace with Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Mrdo an. He didn’t like Mrdo an’s suppression of dissent 
or his increasing centraliUation of power. But he worried that Mrdo an 
might turn Turkey away from NATq and toward Russia. So Graham 
decided that the 1nited States should suck it up and “do business with 
Mrdo an.”

Later, Graham would make a similar calculation in Saudi Arabia. In 
20D , after Crown Prince 9ohammed bin Salman ordered the brutal 
murder of dissident journalist amal ]hashoggi, Graham had vowed 
never to deal with 9BS. But in 2023, Graham ;ew to Saudi Arabia and 
met with the crown prince to “enhance the 1.S.-Saudi relationship.” 
In an interview with Al Arabiya, Graham explained his reversal: “The 
]ingdom has just purchased 3O billion of O O Boeing 5reamliners 
made in South Carolina. . . . I got a hard and fast rule: Eou buy 3O billion 
of products made in my state, I’m gonna come and say thank you.”

Trump hadn’t ordered the killings of any journalists. But he was a 
lot like Mrdo an. He had seiUed emergency powers to override the will 
of Congress. He had called for jailing his political opponents. And two 
weeks before the anuary Vth attack, at a White House meeting, Trump 
and a circle of loyalistsFincluding the now-pardoned 7lynnFhad dis-
cussed proposals to claim emergency powers again, this time to seiUe 
voting machines and, if necessary, use the military to “rerun” the 2020 
election.
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In the days after Trump’s coup attempt, Graham decided that just as 
the 1nited States needed Mrdo an, the GqP still needed Trump. “Pres-
ident Trump’s going to be the most important voice in the Republican 
party for a long time to come,” Graham advised Republican senators on 
anuary DO. If those senators were to convict Trump at his impeachment 

trial, he warned, “it would destroy our party.”
The destruction, in Graham’s mind, would arise from Trump leaving 

the GqP. qn anuary D[, the Wall Street Journal reported that the 
president, irked that some Republicans weren’t standing by him, was 
talking about forming a “Patriot party.” “I hope he doesn’t. I hope he’ll 
stay the leader of the Republican party,” said Graham.

qver the next two weeks, Graham came up with various arguments 
against convicting Trump. All of them were phony.

  Graham said it was cruel and pointless to impeach Trump, 
since Trump was leaving o(ce and returning to private life. But 
Graham knew it was neither cruel nor pointless, since Graham 
was plotting to bring Trump back to power.

  Graham complained that the House had impeached Trump 
without calling witnesses. Eet Graham also warned 5emocrats 
not to call witnesses in the Senate.

  Graham claimed that Trump’s incitement of the anuary Vth 
attack wasn’t serious enough to warrant impeachment. But 
Graham applied no such standards to other presidents: He had 
led the impeachment of President Bill Clinton for covering up 
an azair, and he would later demand Biden’s impeachment for 
failing to stop illegal immigration.

At one point, Graham admitted that he was ozering arguments “to 
my Republican colleagues, if you’re looking for a reason to stop this 
impeachment and to dismiss it as soon as possible.”
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Graham’s real reasonFthe only stated reason that matched his be-
haviorFwas that if Republican senators turned against Trump, Trump 
would destroy the GqP. “Without his help, we cannot take back the 
House and the Senate,” Graham advised Republicans on anuary 20. 
The senator repeatedly underscored that point, and on 7ebruary D3, he 
got his wish: 7orty-three of the Senate’s Yfty Republicans voted to acKuit 
Trump, blocking his conviction and clearing his path to run for president 
again.

Preparing Trump for his return would take time. There was a lot of 
whitewashing to do. A poll taken during and after the impeachment trial 
showed that 66 percent of Americans believed he shouldn’t be allowed 
to hold o(ce. He would have to Yx that.

“Eou are the hope, the future of conservatism,” Graham told Trump, 
speaking to him through the camera during a 7ebruary DV appearance 
on Hannity’s show. “But we’ve got to make some changes to get back 
the White House in 2028.”

7ortunately, Trump still had a grip on the GqP. In that same poll, O6 
percent of Republicans said they wanted him to play a prominent role 
in the party.

And that, said Graham, was Trump’s path back to power. “Eou own 
the Republican party, my friend.”



Chapter 7

Return of the Orange 
God-King

O n February 22, 2021, a month after Trump left oc—edanw 
a  kees  after  he  kaq  a—iuSttew  by  the  Genate  for  a  qe—onw 

tSmedxraham kent on FoN -ekq to promote the eN’preqSwent.q —ome’
ba—sg Trump kaq CoSnC to be the seynote qpeaser at the up—omSnC von’
qerPatSPe AolStS—al “—tSon vonferen—eg HIe.q been korsSnC the phoneqg ” 
kaq kSth hSm all keesenw,J qaSw xrahamg Ie —allew Trump Hthe alter’
natSPe to Boe RSwenJ anw urCew jepublS—anq to HCet behSnwJ the former 
preqSwentg

GSN wayq later, Sn hSq qpee—h to vA“v, Trump —on—ewew nothSnCg Ie 
repeatew that he haw kon the ele—tSon, anw he wenoun—ew the :uwS—Sary 
for faSlSnC to seep hSm Sn pokerg HThSq ele—tSon kaq rSCCew, anw the 
Gupreme vourt anw other —ourtq wSwn.t kant to wo anythSnC about St,J 
he raCewg The —rokw reqponwew kSth a —hantU You won! You won!

Trump —allew for the abolStSon of early PotSnCg Ie qaSw the MnStew 
Gtateq qhoulw haPe tasen ”rai.q oSlg Ie werSwew LSt—h L—vonnell, kho 
haw —onwemnew Trump.q role Sn the Snqurre—tSong “nw he Pokew to 
purCe —onCreqqSonal jepublS—anq kho haw Potew to Smpea—h or —onPS—t 
hSmg ”n partS—ular, he tarCetew jepg zS6 vheney, the —haSr of the Iouqe 
jepublS—an vonferen—eg

Hxet rSw of .em all,J Trump tolw the —heerSnC —rokwg HThe j”-Oq 
that ke.re qurrounwew kSth kSll weqtroy the jepublS—an party anw the 
“merS—an korser anw kSll weqtroy our —ountry StqelfgJ
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RINO Hunting

Trump.q  we—laratSon  of  kar  on  j”-OqdjepublS—anq  Sn  name 
onlydqet the qtaCe for the neNt tko yearqg Ie —oulw no lonCer —ontrol 
the party throuCh preqSwentSal pokerg Rut he qtSll haw a keaponU fearg

To reCaSn poker, Trump neewew to reeqtablSqh the Swea that any je’
publS—an kho wSwn.t qupport hSm kaq a j”-O, be—auqe Trump was the 
partyg

Ie kaq kell poqStSonew for thSq 5Chtg ”n pollq, more than W0 per—ent of 
jepublS—anq qaSw the ele—tSon haw been qtolen, more than ?0 per—ent qaSw 
Trump kaq Hthe true preqSwent,J anw more than 20 per—ent enworqew the 
atta—s on the vapStolg

”n DaqhSnCton, ele—tew jepublS—anq kere wSPSwew Snto three —ampqg 
The 5rqt, khS—h Sn—luwew xraham anw moqt —onCreqqSonal jepublS—anq, 
refuqew to holw Trump reqponqSble for Banuary Wthg The qe—onw Croup, 
repreqentew by L—vonnell, helw Trump reqponqSble but wSwn.t kant to 
wkell on St, qSn—e that mSCht hurt the party polStS—allyg The thSrw anw 
qmalleqt Croup, lew by vheney, re:e—tew Trump aq un5t to qerPeg

ThSq kaqn.t a qplSt betkeen the —enter anw the rSChtg vheney anw L—’
vonnell kere qtaun—h —onqerPatSPeqg ”n fa—t, they aCreew kSth xraham 
on foreSCn polS—y far more than Trump wSwg Go khy qhoulw xraham qtay 
kSth TrumpE

OrSCSnally, xraham haw alSCnew hSmqelf kSth Trump be—auqe Trump 
haw the jepublS—an nomSnatSon for preqSwentg Then St kaq be—auqe 
Trump haw the preqSwen—yg “nw be—auqe the alternatSPe to Trump kaq 
the 4emo—ratqg “nw be—auqe korsSnC kSth Trump qeemew the moqt 
lSsely kay to qtrenCthen “merS—a.q role Sn the korlwg

Rut none of that kaq true anymoreg !PerythSnC xraham haw on—e 
—laSmew to Palued—onqtStutSonalSqm, human rSChtq, natSonal qe—urS’
tydkaq nok pSttew aCaSnqt loyalty to the former preqSwentg
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The Iron Lady

vheney haw announ—ew her :uwCment of the Banuary Wth atta—s qhortly 
before qhe Potew to Smpea—h Trumpg Ghe qaSw he haw Hqummonew thSq 
mob, aqqemblew the mob, anw lSt the 9amegJ Ghe poSntew out that he 
H—oulw haPe SmmewSately anw for—efully SnterPenew to qtop the PSolen—eg 
Ie wSw notg There haq nePer been a Creater betrayal by a preqSwent of the 
MnStew Gtateq of hSq oc—e anw hSq oath to the vonqtStutSongJ

L—vonnell haw announ—ew hSq poqStSon at the Genate trSalg Ie —on’
—luwew that Trump —oulwn.t be —onPS—tew for a te—hnS—al reaqondbe’
—auqe he kaq no lonCer preqSwentdbut that he kaq CuSlty of a HwSqCra—eful 
werelS—tSon of wutygJ “monC other thSnCq, qaSw L—vonnell, HThe leawer 
of the free korlw —annot qpenw keesq thunwerSnC that qhawoky for—eq 
are qtealSnC our —ountry anw then feSCn qurprSqe khen people belSePe hSm 
anw wo re—sleqq thSnCqgJ

Trump reqolPew to punSqh theqe tko troublemaserqg TopplSnC L—’
vonnell koulw be wSc—ult, Sn part be—auqe he haw plewCew to qupport 
Trump Sf the former preqSwent kon the 202K nomSnatSon, anw Sn part 
be—auqe L—vonnell Cenerally trSew to aPoSw talsSnC about the unpleaq’
antneqq of Banuary Wthg vheney, hokePer, kaq an eaqSer tarCetg

The —ampaSCn aCaSnqt vheney unfolwew Sn tko qtaCeqg The 5rqt qtep 
kaq to ouqt her aq —haSr of the Iouqe jepublS—an vonferen—eg The qe—’
onw kaq to wefeat her Sn a prSmaryg Ry late Banuary, Trump kaq korsSnC 
both anCleqg H”t.q tSme to Cet thSq j”-O out of xOA leawerqhSpVJ 4onalw 
Trump Brg tkeetewg

”n DyomSnC, Trump.q awPSqerq loosew for a —anwSwate to run aCaSnqt 
vheneyg ”n DaqhSnCton, Trump anoSntew one of hSq qy—ophantq, jepg 
!lSqe GtefanSs, to repla—e her aq —haSr of the —onferen—eg

vheney wSre—tly —hallenCew Trump.q authorStarSanSqmg Ghe —allew on 
jepublS—anq to we5ne theSr party by Swealq, not by a mang HDe belSePe 
Sn the rule of lak, Sn lSmStew CoPernment, Sn a qtronC natSonal wefenqe,J 
qhe aqqertewg HDe jepublS—anq neew to qtanw for CenuSnely —onqerPa’
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tSPe prSn—Spleq, anw qteer akay from the wanCerouq anw antS’wemo—ratS— 
Trump —ult of perqonalStygJ

Trump —oulwn.t qmear vheney aq a leftSqtdSn ePery kay, qhe kaq 
more trawStSonally —onqerPatSPe than he kaqdqo Snqteaw, he —allew her a 
bloowthSrqty haksg HThSq karmonCerSnC fool kantq to qtay Sn the LSwwle 
!aqt anw “fChanSqtan for another 1[ yearq,J he :eerewg Ie alqo rSwS—ulew 
her performan—e Sn pollqg HzS6 vheney Sq pollSnC qooo lok Sn DyomSnC,J 
he —rokew, Hthat qhe Sq loosSnC for a kay out of her vonCreqqSonal ra—egJ

xraham haw hearw theqe tauntq beforeU the enwleqq karq, the qorry poll 
numberqg They kere the qame :abq Trump haw throkn at hSm Sn 201?, 
khen xraham kaq a lonely haks wefenwSnC the vonqtStutSon aCaSnqt a 
wemaCoCueg

vheney kaq a remSnwer of the man xraham haw on—e beeng 

vheney haw toleratew Trump.q —orruptSon Sn oc—eg Ghe haw oppoqew 
hSq 5rqt Smpea—hment anw haw Potew for hSm Sn 2020g Rut Banuary Wth 
kaq too mu—hg Ghe re—oCnS6ew that khat qhe haw qeen Sn other —oun’
trSeqda tyrant trySnC to oPerthrok wemo—ra—ydkaq happenSnC Sn her 
okn —ountryg

ThSq kaqn.t :uqt a tantrum or a rSotg ”t kaq Han atta—s on the vapStol of 
the MnStew Gtateq,J qhe —on—luwewg H”.Pe korsew Sn —ountrSeq arounw the 
korlw that won.t haPe pea—eful tranqStSonq of poker, —ountrSeq that haPe 
auto—ra—Seq,J qhe karnew “merS—anqg H”t —an happen Pery, Pery iuS—slygJ

“nw the threat hawn.t paqqewg Ghe poSntew out that the wemaCoCue 
kho haw attemptew the Banuary Wth —oup kaq qtSll korsSnC to HweleCSt’
SmS6eJ the polStS—al qyqtemg HTrump Sq qeesSnC to unraPel —rStS—al elementq 
of our —onqtStutSonal qtru—ture that mase wemo—ra—y korsd—on5wen—e 
Sn the reqult of ele—tSonq anw the rule of lak,J qhe kroteg

Gomehok, xraham haw loqt the abSlSty to qee theqe truthqg Ie qak 
a troublew Colf buwwy, not the thuC kho haw qat Sn the DhSte Iouqe, 
patSently kat—hSnC hSq follokerq oPerrun the vapStolg ”n SnterPSekq kSth 
Rob Doowkarw anw jobert voqta for Peril, xraham —on—ewew that 
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Trump haw HwarsneqqJ anw HperqonalSty problemqgJ Rut he SnqSqtew that 
the former preqSwent kaq HreweemablegJ Ie tolw the authorq that Hthe 
problemq —reatew kSth Trump.q perqonalSty are eaqSer to 5N than Sf the 
party blek —ompletely up anw ke haw a —SPSl kargJ

xraham wSwn.t mean an “merS—an —SPSl kar, the sSnw of natSon’renw’
SnC —on9S—t he haw rhetorS—ally promotew Sn 2020g The H—SPSl karJ he 
wreawew kaq :uqt a fra—ture Sn the xOAg “ jepublS—an qplSt oPer Trump 
kaq una——eptable, Sn xraham.q PSek, be—auqe St mSCht help 4emo—ratq 
kSn the neNt ele—tSong

To aPoSw that rSqs, xraham urCew L—vonnell to qtop antaConS6SnC 
Trump anw qtart qu—sSnC up to hSm, aq ]ePSn L—varthy, the Iouqe 
mSnorSty leawer, kaq woSnCg HDe won.t haPe a qnokball.q —han—e Sn hell 
of tasSnC ba—s the ma:orSty kSthout 4onalw Trump,J xraham pleawewg

!Perybowy unwerqtoow the qStuatSonU Trump kaq holwSnC the party 
hoqtaCeg xraham anw L—varthy kere eaCer to pay the ranqomg Rut 
the ranqom Trump wemanwewdvheney.q heawdkaq :uqt the qtartg Ie 
kantew to maSntaSn —ontrol of the partyg Ie kantew to reCaSn —ontrol of 
the —ountryg “nw he haw alreawy qhokn that he kaq kSllSnC to uqe for—eg

That kaq khat xraham, L—varthy, anw the other awPo—ateq of ap’
peaqement refuqew to a—snoklewCeg To aPert a 5CuratSPe —SPSl kar, they 
kere rSqsSnC a lSteral —SPSl karg

“t 5rqt, xraham trSew to prote—t vheneyg ”n early February, khen 
Trump.q allSeq qouCht to e:e—t her from her leawerqhSp poqt, the qenator 
wefenwew herg Rut by late February, he kaq awPSqSnC her to Hre—on—SleJ 
kSth Trumpg “nw by Lay, he kaq reawy to wump herg

vheney.q ouqter, khS—h kaq a——omplSqhew on Lay 12, qhokew that 
Trump kaq qtSll a lSPe threatg ISq ele—toral wefeat, hSq faSlew —oup attempt, 
hSq weparture from oc—ednone of St haw 5nSqhew hSmg vonCreqqSonal 
jepublS—anq kere unkSllSnC to reqSqt hSmg “nw they kere kSllSnC to Cet 
rSw of anyone kho qtoow Sn hSq kayg
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Theqe —ollaboratorq tolw themqelPeq they kere :uqt woSnC khat theSr 
—onqtStuentq kantewg That kaq hok xraham ratSonalS6ew hSq we—SqSon 
to turn aCaSnqt vheneyg The —onferen—e —haSr qhoulw repreqent Iouqe 
jepublS—anq, he reaqonew, anw thoqe jepublS—anq haw ePery rSCht to 5re 
vheney for wSqqentg HGhe haq tasen a poqStSon reCarwSnC former AreqSwent 
Trump khS—h Sq out of the maSnqtream of the jepublS—an party,J he 
eNplaSnewg

”t kaqn.t :uqt Iouqe jepublS—anq kho qtSll loPew Trumpg ”t kaq je’
publS—an Poterqg HThe people kho are —onqerPatSPe haPe —hoqen hSm 
aq theSr leawer,J qaSw xrahamg HThe people haPe —hoqen hSmg -ot the 
punwStqgJ

vA“v Slluqtratew the poSntg H-ot one perqonJ at that —onferen—e kaq 
kSllSnC to —rStS—S6e Trump, xraham obqerPewg That Htellq you a lot about 
the qtrenCth of AreqSwent TrumpgJ The taseakay, xraham —on—luwew, 
kaq qSmpleU HThSq Sq hSq partygJ

xraham.q arCument kaq notable Sn tko reqpe—tqg FSrqt, St kaq un’
moorew from any belSefq about freewom, the vonqtStutSon, the role of 
CoPernment, or “merS—a.q role Sn the korlwg The party.q putatSPe leawerq 
koulw wo khatePer the —urrent baqe of the party kantewg ThSq 9eNSbSlSty 
kaq eqqentSal, be—auqe khat the —urrent baqe kantew kaqn.t a prSn—Spleg 
”t kaq a mang

Ge—onw, the arCument kaq —Sr—ularg Trump haw tranqformew the baqe 
by brSnCSnC Sn hSq follokerq anw wrSPSnC out hSq —rStS—qg ‘oterq kho qak 
hSm aq a wanCerouq wemaCoCue kere leaPSnC the partyg jepublS—an mem’
berq of vonCreqq kho oppoqew hSm kere retSrSnC or beSnC purCewg

xraham put the poSnt bluntlyg The leqqon of vheney.q eNpulqSon from 
leawerqhSp, he karnew, kaq that Hpeople kho try to eraqe hSm 8Trump& 
are CoSnC to kSnw up CettSnC eraqewgJ

That kaq khy nobowy at vA“v haw qposen up aCaSnqt Trumpg The 
people kho kere kSllSnC to qpeas up aCaSnqt hSm keren.t at vA“vg They 
haw been eraqewg

ThrouCh thSq pro—eqq, the xOA kaq remasSnC Stqelfg Trump kaq 
—hanCSnC the baqeg The baqe, Sn turn, kaq rewe5nSnC the jepublS—an 
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HmaSnqtreamgJ “nw the party elSte, by purCSnC wSqqenterq, kaq —omplet’
SnC the —y—leg

That kaq hok the jepublS—an party, Sn the name of lSqtenSnC to Hthe 
people,J emptSew Stqelf of all —ommStmentq but oneg “q xraham put 
StU H4onalw Trump Sq the orCanS6SnC prSn—Sple, “merS—a FSrqt, to the 
jepublS—an partygJ

Loyalty Über Alles

”n late Lay, tko keesq after Iouqe jepublS—anq qa—sew vheney, xraham 
mawe St —lear that all Palueq or Sweaq unwer wSq—uqqSon kSthSn the party 
koulw be quborwSnatew to Trumpg

The jeaCan FounwatSon anw ”nqtStute kaq laun—hSnC a qpeaser qerSeq 
tStlew H“ TSme For vhooqSnCgJ jepublS—an leawerq haw been SnPStew to 
anqker the iueqtSon HDhat qhoulw the jepublS—an Aarty qtanw forEJ

xraham re:e—tew the iueqtSon aq aqsew’anw’anqkerewg HThe jepub’
lS—anq haPe alreawy —hoqen,J he we—larewg H”f the prSmary kere helw to’
morrok, AreqSwent Trump koulw kSn g g g CoSnC akaygJ The more Sm’
portant iueqtSon, xraham —ounterew, kaq about perqonal loyalty, not 
Sweaqg HDoulw you qupport AreqSwent Trump Sf he.q our nomSneeE !Pery 
jepublS—an neewq to be aqsew that iueqtSon,J he qaSwg

LeankhSle, xraham pewwlew a nek —onqpSra—y theory about the 
2020 ele—tSong Ie —laSmew that a H74eep Gtate. q—Sen—e wepartmentJ haw 
Hplayew a promSnent role Sn the wefeat of AreqSwent TrumpJ by qup’
preqqSnC ePSwen—e that a vhSneqe lab leas haw —auqew the vO‘”4’1[ 
panwemS—g

”t kaq a lot lSse the —orrupt juqqSa SnPeqtSCatSon, xraham quCCeqtewg 
HThey qhut wokn an SniuSry that ” thSns —oulw haPe —hanCew the ele—’
tSon,J he tolw RrSan ]Slmeaweg ”f xraham —oulwn.t proPe that Trump 
haw been —heatew after ballotq kere —aqt, he koulw arCue that Trump haw 
been —heatew SnwSre—tly, before people Potewg

On Bune 1Y, xraham qpose Sn FlorSwa at a —onferen—e of the FaSth X 
Freewom voalStSong Ie prouwly aqqertew that on hSq 5rqt PSqSt to Trump 
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Sn the DhSte Iouqe, he haw tolw the preqSwent, H” thSns xow haq put 
you heregJ xraham alqo tolw the —rokw that there haw been Ha lot of 
qhenanSCanqJ Sn the 2020 ele—tSong “ month later, on FoN -ekq, he 
repeatew that Trump Hoknq the jepublS—an partyg g g g ThSq Sq the party of 
4onalw Trumpg ”f you thSns otherkSqe, you.re Sn for a ruwe akasenSnCgJ

Ry the fall of 2021, xraham kaq reawy to Co after L—vonnellg Trump 
kaq anCry at L—vonnell for —ooperatSnC kSth 4emo—ratq on raSqSnC the 
natSonal webt —eSlSnCg xraham enterew the 5Cht on Trump.q qSwe anw 
awPSqew L—vonnell that he haw better appeaqe Trump, or elqeg H”f you.re 
CoSnC to leaw thSq party Sn the Iouqe 8or& the Genate, you haPe to haPe 
a korsSnC relatSonqhSp kSth 4onalw Trump,J qaSw xrahamg Ie mawe St 
—lear that Sf L—vonnell faSlew to qatSqfy Trump, xraham koulw Pote to 
ouqt L—vonnell aq the party.q Genate leawerg

ThSq threat mawe a mo—sery of xraham.q orSCSnal ratSonale for qup’
portSnC Trumpg ”n 201? anw 201W, he haw trSew to seep Trump out 
of pokerg Only after Trump kon the 201W ele—tSon haw xraham fully 
qubmSttew to hSmg “t that tSme, xraham reaqonew that he qhoulw qerPe 
the nek preqSwent for tko reaqonqU be—auqe Trump haw a manwate from 
the people anw be—auqe Trump helw the natSon.q moqt pokerful oc—eg

-ok Trump haw loqt hSq manwate anw hSq oc—eg L—vonnell, —on’
Perqely, haw been oPerkhelmSnCly re’ele—tew to the Genate anw to hSq 
poqt aq jepublS—an leawerg ”f xraham truly rePerew wemo—ra—y, he koulw 
eNpe—t Trump to mase pea—e kSth L—vonnellg

”nqteaw,  xraham  wemanwew  that  L—vonnell  mase  pea—e  kSth 
Trumpg -ok that the prSn—Sple of reqpe—tSnC wemo—ra—y no lonCer :uq’
tS5ew qubmSqqSon to Trump, xraham wSq—arwew the prSn—Spleg Ie wSwn.t 
rePere the kSll of the peopleg Ie rePerew the kSll of Trumpg

xraham tolw hSq jepublS—an —olleaCueq that by qtaySnC Sn Trump.q orbSt, 
he kaq temperSnC the former preqSwent.q behaPSorg Ie tolw the qame qtory 
to reporterq kho aqsew about hSq frSenwqhSp kSth Trumpg Rut Trump 
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qhokew no qSCnq of beSnC temperewg ”nqteaw of ba—sSnC akay from hSq 
atta—sq on the rule of lak, he be—ame more aCCreqqSPeg

On Banuary 2[, 2022, at a rally Sn TeNaq, Trump o3erew to parwon 
people —onPS—tew of —rSmeq on Banuary Wthg H”f ” run anw Sf ” kSn, ke kSll 
treat thoqe people from Banuary Wth faSrly,J he qaSwg H“nw Sf St reiuSreq 
parwonq, ke kSll CSPe them parwonq, be—auqe they are beSnC treatew qo 
unfaSrlygJ

The neNt way, Trump wefenwew hSq attempt to haPe Aen—e, Sn Trump.q 
korwq, H—hanCe the AreqSwentSal !le—tSon requltqgJ ”n a krStten qtatement, 
Trump qaSw the PS—e preqSwent haw the rSCht to wo thSq unSlaterallyg Trump 
—onwemnew a bSll that koulw Htase that rSCht akay,J anw he lamentew 
that Aen—e HwSwn.t eNer—Sqe that poker, he —oulw haPe oPerturnew the 
!le—tSonVJ

Dhen xraham kaq aqsew about Trump.q preemptSPe o3er of parwonq, 
he —allew St HSnapproprSategJ Rut he qtSll wSwn.t blame Trump for Sn—StSnC 
the people khoqe —rSmeq the former preqSwent kaq openly wefenwSnCg

“ kees after Trump.q —ommentq about parwonq anw oPerturnSnC the 
ele—tSon, the jepublS—an -atSonal vommSttee awoptew a reqolutSon of 
—enqureg ”t kaqn.t a —enqure of Trumpg ”t kaq a —enqure of vheney anw 
another Iouqe jepublS—an, “wam ]Sn6SnCer, for korsSnC kSth 4emo—’
ratq on a —ommSttee to SnPeqtSCate Banuary Wthg The reqolutSon we—larew 
that the j-v koulw HSmmewSately —eaqe any anw all qupportJ of vheney 
anw ]Sn6SnCerg

The j-v aCreew kSth Trump that people kho kere unwer SnPeqtS’
CatSon for theSr roleq on Banuary Wth, or Sn ParSouq plotq to oPerturn the 
ele—tSon, kere the true PS—tSmqg They kere HorwSnary —StS6enq enCaCew Sn 
leCStSmate polStS—al wSq—ourqe,J a——orwSnC to the reqolutSong

L—vonnell qpose out aCaSnqt the reqolutSon, but xraham wefenwew 
Stg xraham qaSw the j-v kaq qtanwSnC up, rSChtly, for Hthe people kho 
kent to the rallygJ Ie aCreew that they kere :uqt HeNer—SqSnC theSr —onqtS’
tutSonal rSChtqgJ

4urSnC the qummer of 2022, a qerSeq of hearSnCq helw by the Iouqe 
Banuary Wth vommSttee eNpoqew Trump.q —onqpSra—Seq to oPerturn the 
2020 ele—tSong Ie haw trSew to —oer—e the BuqtS—e 4epartment to we—lare 
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the ele—tSon —orruptg Ie haw preqqurew qtate oc—Salq to H5nwJdTrump 
haw uqew that eNa—t korwdenouCh Poteq to oPerturn the requltqg Ie haw 
tolw hSq mSlStant qupporterq to mar—h on the vapStol, snokSnC that many 
of them kere armewg Then, for hourq, he haw kat—hew the atta—s on T‘, 
rebucnC entreatSeq to tell the mob to Co homeg

-one of thSq moPew xrahamg On Bune [, aq the hearSnCq openew, 
he qaSw the —ommSttee kaq :uqt HtrySnC to blame AreqSwent TrumpJ anw 
H—hanCe the out—ome of the mSwtermqgJ There kaq no Coow reaqon to aSr 
the ePSwen—e, xraham quCCeqtew, qSn—e Banuary Wth kaq HqomethSnC ePery 
“merS—an.q mawe up theSr mSnw aboutgJ

Deesq later, after wo6enq of kStneqqeq haw teqtS5ew about Trump.q 
—rSmeq, xraham wSqmSqqew the —ommSttee aq a Hqham, one’qSwew Gtar 
vhamber trSbunalgJ -early all the kStneqqeq kere jepublS—anq, but xra’
ham pretenwew that the hearSnCq kere a partSqan hSt :obg HThSq SnPeqtS’
CatSon koulw mase the GoPSet MnSon —rSnCe,J he q—o3ewg H!Perybowy on 
the —ommSttee haq one CoalU They kant to Cet TrumpgJ

On Bune 1(da way after kStneqqeq weq—rSbew Trump.q perqSqtent at’
temptq to —oer—e Aen—e to oPerturn the ele—tSondxraham qpose Sn 
-aqhPSlle at another —onferen—e of the FaSth X Freewom voalStSong H)ou 
snok khat ” lSsew about TrumpE !Perybowy kaq afraSw of hSm, Sn—luwSnC 
me,J xraham tolw the —rokwg H4on.t you mSqq thatE 4on.t you mSqq an 
“merS—a that people reqpe—tew anw kere a lSttle bSt afraSw ofEJ

Three hourq later, Trump qhokew up to tell the -aqhPSlle auwSen—e 
khat he koulw wo Sf he reCaSnew pokerg HBanuary Wth wefenwantq are 
haPSnC theSr lSPeq totally weqtroyew,J he qaSwg H”f ” be—ome preqSwent 
qomewaydSf ” we—Swe to wo Std” kSll be loosSnC at them Pery, Pery 
qerSouqly for parwonqgJ

jepublS—anq wSwn.t haPe to put up kSth thSqg There kere many other 
polStS—Sanq the party —oulw nomSnate for preqSwent Snqteaw of Trumpg 
The moqt obPSouq kaq FlorSwa xoPg jon 4eGantSqg Rut xrahamdkho 
haw qaSw Sn 201W that the nomSnee qhoulw be anyone but Trumpdnok 
SnqSqtew that only Trump koulw wog HThSq Sq Trump.q party,J qaSw xra’
hamg H” lSse jon 4eGantSq, but ” snok khat ”.m CettSnC kSth TrumpU 
the Coow, anw the baw, anw ePerythSnC Sn betkeengJ
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Endgame

”n “uCuqt, qSN keesq after the Banuary Wth vommSttee wetaSlew Trump.q 
—omplS—Sty Sn the atta—s on the vapStol, xraham aCaSn SnPosew the threat 
of PSolen—e on Trump.q behalfg

Dhen Trump left the DhSte Iouqe Sn Banuary 2021, tko keesq after 
hSq —oup attempt, he toos hunwrewq of —laqqS5ew wo—umentqdapparent’
ly Sn PSolatSon of the lakdto hSq FlorSwa eqtate, Lar’a’zaCog For a year 
anw a half, weqpSte multSple reiueqtq to return the wo—umentq, he faSlew to 
qurrenwer many of themg Go on “uCuqt Y, 2022, khSle Trump kaq akay, 
the FR” qear—hew the eqtate to re—oPer the wo—umentqg

Dhen Trump founw out about the qear—h, he eruptewg Ie aqqertew, 
falqely, that the eqtate kaq Hunwer qSeCe, raSwew, anw o——upSewJ by aCentq 
kho mSCht haPe plantew the wo—umentqg

xraham :oSnew Trump Sn qmearSnC the FR”g The qear—h kaq part of an 
Henwleqq e3ort to weqtroy 4onalw Trump,J the qenator quCCeqtewg

Then xraham kent furtherg H”f there.q a proqe—utSon of 4onalw 
Trump for mSqhanwlSnC —laqqS5ew SnformatSon,J he prewS—tew, Hthere.ll 
be rSotq Sn the qtreetqgJ The reaqon, he eNplaSnew, kaq that Trump.q 
qupporterq koulw be furSouq, be—auqe ISllary vlSnton hawn.t been proq’
e—utew for haPSnC —laqqS5ew 5leq on a qerPer Sn her baqement khen qhe kaq 
the qe—retary of qtateg

Three mSnuteq laterdSn —aqe anyone thouCht he kaq :osSnC or qpeas’
SnC 5CuratSPelydxraham repeatew hSq karnSnCg H”f they try to proqe—ute 
AreqSwent Trump for mSqhanwlSnC —laqqS5ew SnformatSon,J he qaSw, Hthere 
lSterally kSll be rSotq Sn the qtreetgJ

“CaSn, xraham kaqn.t enworqSnC rSotqg Rut for the qe—onw tSme Sn tko 
yearq, he kaq raSqSnC the proqpe—t of PSolen—e to wSq—ouraCe leCal a—tSon 
aCaSnqt Trumpg

”n e3e—t, xraham kaq eNploStSnC the threat of bloowqhewdkhS—h kaq 
all too plauqSble after Banuary Wthdanw he kaq launwerSnC that threat 
Snto a hSCh’mSnwew ratSonale about seepSnC the pea—eg DSthout any 
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eNplS—St or SmplS—St —oorwSnatSon, xraham haw formew a qymbSotS— rela’
tSonqhSp kSth Trump.q mSlStant qupporterqg They qupplSew the proqpe—t 
of PSolen—eg “nw he uqew that proqpe—t to SntSmSwate publS— oc—Salq kho 
qouCht to holw Trump a——ountable to the lakg

“q the 2022 mSwtermq nearew, xraham wSalew up the raCeg H” kant ePery 
lSberal to be mSqerable —ome ele—tSon nSCht,J he tolw FoN -ekq PSekerqg 
Ie qaSw a PS—tory for Ierq—hel Dalser, the jepublS—an nomSnee for 
qenator Sn xeorCSa, koulw be eqpe—Sally qkeet Hbe—auqe they hate hSm qo 
mu—hgJ

”n 201?, xraham haw rebusew Trump for PSlSfySnC SlleCal SmmSCrantq 
aq SnPawerqg HReatSnC on SmmSCrantq Sq, lSse, the olweqt Came Sn the boos,J 
the qenator haw —omplaSnewg H”n 4onalw Trump.q korlw, you snok, the 
SlleCal SmmSCrant.q CoSnC to rape your kSfe anw qteal your :obgJ

Rut that kaq theng -ok xraham playew the qame Cameg Ie tolw FoN 
PSekerq, HOur kay of lSfe Sq unwer atta—sg )our famSly.q unwer atta—sg 
De.re beSnC SnPawew by SlleCal SmmSCrantqgJ

“fter the pollq —loqew on -oPember Y, 2022, xraham mSqlew FoN 
PSekerq about the requltq, anw he quCCeqtew that Sf jepublS—anq loqt, the 
Pote —ountq kere 5qhyg On -oPember [, he —laSmew that the ra—e for CoP’
ernor of “rS6ona kaq HoPerJdjepublS—an ]arS zase koulw kSn —om’
fortablydanw that baqew on the returnq from -ePawa, “wam zaNalt, the 
xOA.q nomSnee for the Genate, koulw we5nStely tase that qeatg HThere 
Sq no mathematS—al kay zaNalt loqeq,J xraham we—larew Sn a jepublS—an 
—onferen—e —all on -oPember 10g H”f he woeq, then St.q a lSegJ

Rut St kaqn.t a lSeg zaNalt anw zase kere wefeatew, anw jepublS—anq 
—ame up qhort Sn theSr bSw to retase the Genateg Trump anw xraham 
reqponwew by blamSnC L—vonnell anw trySnC to ouqt hSm from xOA 
leawerqhSpg They faSlewg

On -oPember 1?, Trump announ—ew that he koulw run to re—laSm 
the preqSwen—yg Ie qaSw the MnStew Gtateq qhoulw awopt a polS—y SnqpSrew 
by vhSna.q wS—tator, S BSnpSnCU SmmewSate, one’way trSalqdfollokew by 
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eNe—utSondof anyone —harCew kSth qellSnC wruCqg Trump alqo plewCew to 
qenw the -atSonal xuarw Snto “merS—an —StSeq to Hreqtore publS— qafety,J 
HePen Sf they won.t kant the helpgJ

xraham loPew the qpee—hg H”f AreqSwent Trump —ontSnueq thSq tone 
anw welSPerq thSq meqqaCe on a —onqSqtent baqSq,J the qenator tkeetew, Hhe 
kSll be harw to beatgJ

On 4e—ember , Trump —allew for the HtermSnatSonJ of —onqtStutSonal 
—onqtraSntq on the qeS6ure of pokerg Ie —laSmew that TkStter anw other 
RSC Te—h —ompanSeq haw —onqpSrew kSth 4emo—ratq to wefeat hSm Sn 
2020, anw therefore he qhoulw be SmmewSately reSnqtatew aq preqSwent or 
the ele—tSon qhoulw be rewoneg H“ LaqqSPe Frauw of thSq type anw maCnS’
tuwe allokq for the termSnatSon of all ruleq, reCulatSonq, anw artS—leq, ePen 
thoqe founw Sn the vonqtStutSon,J Trump kroteg

Dhen reporterq aqsew xraham about Trump.q qtatement, he —on—ew’
ew that St kaq HSnapproprSategJ Rut he alqo qaSw the former preqSwent haw 
a poSntg HDhat happenew at TkStter kaq kronC,J xraham arCuewg Ie 
—omplaSnew that Trump.q enemSeq kere alkayq trySnC Hto benw the ruleq 
to Cet TrumpgJ 

Dhen xraham kaq aqsew khether Trump.q qtatement wSqiualS5ew 
hSm from the preqSwen—y, he replSewU H” won.t thSns qogJ

”n fa—t, xraham SnqSqtew that Trumpdthe man kho haw :uqt —allew for 
quqpenwSnC the vonqtStutSondkaq the only perqon 5t to leaw the natSong 
“nw the reaqon, a——orwSnC to xraham, kaq that no one elqe —oulw SnqpSre 
the qame fearg

On Banuary 2Y, 202 , Trump —ame to Gouth varolSna to unPeSl hSq 
—ampaSCn leawerqhSp team Sn the qtateg xraham qtoow prouwly beqSwe 
hSmg ”n hSq qpee—h, Trump repeatew that HmaqqSPe —heatSnCJ haw —oqt hSm 
the 2020 ele—tSong Ie alqo wefenwew the Snqurre—tSon, —omplaSnSnC that 
Hlak enfor—ementJ haw Hput “merS—an patrSotq Sn :aSlgJ

Trump haw learnew from hSq tSme aq preqSwentg Dhat he haw learnew 
kaq that —SPSl qerPantqdCoPernment employeeq wewS—atew to the MnStew 
Gtateq, not to hSmdhaw Cotten Sn hSq kayg ”n a qe—onw term, he koulw 
purCe themg HDe.re CoSnC to 5nw the 4eep Gtate a—torq kho haPe bur’
rokew Snto CoPernment, 5re them, anw eq—ort them from feweral buSlw’
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SnCq,J he we—larew, brSnCSnC to mSnw SmaCeq of the eNpellew ‘Snwman 
brotherqg H“nw St.ll Co Pery iuS—slygJ

Dhen Trump 5nSqhew qpeasSnC, xraham qhoos hSq hanw anw —on’
Cratulatew hSmg Tko wayq later, xraham kent on FoN -ekq to —all for the 
former preqSwent.q reqtoratSong Ie braCCew that Trump haw Hq—arew the 
—rap out of LeNS—oJ anw, by threatenSnC to leaPe -“TO, haw frSChtenew 
!urope Snto paySnC more for Stq wefenqeg

Other jepublS—an preqSwentSal —anwSwateq mSCht run on the qame 
polS—Seq, but only one man —oulw HbrSnC orwer out of —haoq,J qaSw xra’
hamg HThere are no Trump polS—Seq kSthout the man, 4onalw TrumpgJ

“q the 202K ra—e Cearew up, Trump returnew to the —ampaSCn traSl kSth 
a qtars meqqaCeU ”f he kere to reCaSn poker, he koulw requme the weqpotS— 
ambStSonq of hSq 5rqt termg “nw he koulw Co furtherg

There koulw be no apoloCy for hSq —oup attemptg ”n qpee—heq anw 
qo—Sal mewSa qtatementq, he we—larew that the Banuary Wth Snqurre—tSonSqtq 
kere the —ountry.q true patrSotqg Ie wemanwew the releaqe of many kho 
haw been —onPS—tew or —harCew anw :aSlewg Ie —ollaboratew kSth them 
to prowu—e a qonC, khS—h he prouwly promotew H”t.q 4onalw Trump 
anw the BW prSqonerq,J he tolw IannSty  anw playew at a —ampaSCn rallyg 
Ie qaSw the memberq of the Iouqe Banuary Wth vommSttee qhoulw be 
proqe—utew for treaqong

Trump —laSmew wS—tatorSal pokerqg Ie rulew out any attempt to holw 
hSm leCally a——ountable for Banuary Wth, aqqertSnC that Haq AreqSwent, ” 
haPe vomplete anw Total ”mmunStygJ Ie wSqmSqqew leCal —onqtraSntq on 
the preqSwent.q authorSty to qenw the -atSonal xuarw Snto —StSeqg HThe 
neNt tSme, ”.m not kaStSnCJ for qtate or lo—al approPal, he qaSwg “q to the 
—laqqS5ew wo—umentq he haw tasen to Lar’a’zaCo khen he left oc—e, he 
SnqSqtew that he —oulwn.t be proqe—utew be—auqe Haq preqSwent, ” haPe the 
rSCht to we—laqqSfy wo—umentq, anw the pro—eqq Sq automatS— Sf ” tase them 
kSth megJ

To hSq follokerq, Trump promSqew PenCean—e anw one’man ruleg ”n a 
qpee—h to vA“v on Lar—h K, he tolw themU H” am your karrSorg ” am your 
:uqtS—eg “nw for thoqe kho haPe been kronCew anw betrayew, ” am your 
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retrSbutSongJ Three keesq later, at a rally Sn Da—o, TeNaq, he alluwew aCaSn 
to womeqtS— enemSeqU H” am your retrSbutSong De kSll tase —are of themgJ 
Ie plewCew to H—aqt out the vommunSqtq anw LarNSqtq,J anw he outlSnew 
a Hplan to wSqmantle the 4eep GtategJ ”t koulw beCSn kSth HreqtorSnC the 
AreqSwent.q authorSty to remoPe roCue bureau—ratq,J he qaSwg H“nw ” kSll 
kSelw that poker Pery aCCreqqSPelygJ

”n foreSCn polS—y, Trump —allew for pure eNtortSong Ie qaSw he koulw 
eNtra—t HpreferentSal treatmentJ for “merS—an prowu—tq by threatenSnC 
to kSthwrak MgGg troopq from allSew —ountrSeqg Ie alqo quCCeqtew that the 
MnStew Gtateq qhoulw uqe mSlStary weploymentq anw qe—urSty aSw to CaSn 
an oknerqhSp qtase Sn theqe —ountrSeqg H”n buqSneqq, you put up money, 
qeew money,J he eNplaSnewg H)ou enw up oknSnC the —ountrygJ

”n 201?, xraham haw PSekew qu—h threatqdthe lakleqqneqq, the 
weqpotSqm, the wemanwq for kar —rSmeqdaq a mena—e to the republS—g 
Rut nok he qak only the awPantaCeq of haPSnC a qtronCman Sn pokerg

On “prSl ?, at a preqq —onferen—e Sn Gouth varolSna, a reporter aqsew 
xraham khy Trump qhoulw be preqSwent aCaSn, eqpe—Sally after Banu’
ary Wthg xraham poSntew aCaSn to the fear Trump SnqpSrewg H” haw a 
front’rok qeat to hSq preqSwen—y,J qaSw xrahamg H-obowy —oulw haPe 
wone khat he wSwg ” kaq thereg vhSna kaq afraSw of hSmgJ LeNS—o kaq 
afraSw, too, be—auqe Hthey qak khat he wSw to vhSna,J the qenator awwewg

DSth Trump ba—s Sn the DhSte Iouqe, the korlw koulw —okerg H”.m 
tSrew of beSnC afraSw of ”ran,J qaSw xrahamg H” koulw lSse ”ran to be afraSw 
of usgJ

GometSmeq ” konwer khether the xraham of 201? Sq qtSll there, hSwwen 
SnqSwe the xraham of 202 g 4oeq he snok, qomekhere Sn hSq mSnw, that 
he loqt hSq kayE ”q St poqqSble to rea—h throuCh hSq layerq of qelf’we—eptSon 
anw —onne—t, ePen brSe9y, kSth the man he uqew to beE

” nePer Cot a —han—e to try, be—auqe he we—lSnew to be SnterPSekew for 
thSq qtoryg Rut one of xraham.q former —olleaCueq wSw Cet that —han—eg

On Lar—h 20, xraham qat wokn kSth former Geng “l Fransen on 
the Daily Showg Fransen aqsew xraham khether Trump haw loqt the 
2020 ele—tSong xraham —on—ewew that he hawg Fransen poSntew out that 
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Trump haw —orruptly parwonew Flynn, Gtone, anw Lanafortg Ie re’
mSnwew xraham that Trump haw been tolw repeatewly by awPSqerq, prSor 
to Banuary Wth, that he haw loqt the ele—tSong Ie aqsew xraham hok 
he —oulw qupport the reqtoratSon of a preqSwent Hkho allokew uq to Co 
throuCh thSq PSolent Snqurre—tSongJ

xraham wSwn.t wefenw the lSeq, the parwonq, or the Snqurre—tSong Ie 
qSweqteppew thoqe poSntqg Ie arCuew that Trump haw wone khat xraham 
kantew Hon the thSnCq that ” —are the moqt aboutU natSonal qe—urStygJ “nw 
he poqew hSq okn iuery to Fransen, premSqew on the —rSmeq anw abuqeq 
lSberalq attrSbutew to Trumpg

HIere.q the iueqtSon for you anw maybe otherq,J qaSw xrahamg 
HTrump.q trySnC to —ome ba—sg ” thSns he.q Cot a better than Coow —han—e 
of kSnnSnC the prSmary anw a ?0’?0 —han—e of beSnC preqSwent aCaSng “nw 
you.Pe Cot to aqs yourqelf g g g hok —an that beEJ

“fter qePen yearq of wefenwSnC anw abettSnC TrumpdqePen yearq of 
tranqformSnC the jepublS—an party Snto a PehS—le for one man.q pok’
erdxraham thouCht that kaq a iueqtSon for qomebowy elqeg



Epilogue
Lessons

I  set out to research the story of Graham’s relationship with Trump 
because I wanted to understand how authoritarianism arose in the 

United States. I wanted to see how the poison worked: the corruption, 
the rationalizations, the vulnerabilities in the system. I wanted to learn 
how democracies could detect such threats and counteract them. 

Here are some of the lessons I learned.

1. Emerging authoritarianism doesn’t look like an ideology. 
It appears in the form of a demagogue. It’s easy to support him while 
laughing oW the idea that you’re embracing authoritarianism.

2. Celebration of fear is a warning sign. Mhen a demagogue brags 
about intimidating his enemies, and when voters and politicians Oock to 
him for that reason, look out. Aaybe he knows who the real villains are. 
xr maybe he’s the sort of person who attacks anyone in his way.

3. Authoritarian voters are the underlying threat. In every 
country, there are people who want a leader to break institutions and 
rule with an iron -st. These voters form a constituency that can lure 
politicians to embrace such a leader. —t a minimum, they can deter 
politicians from opposing that leader. —nd if he loses power, the nejt 
authoritarian can ejploit the same constituency.
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4. Political parties are footholds for authoritarians. —n aspiring 
strongman doesn’t have to gain power all at once. He can start by capE
turing a party and becoming its Oagship candidate. This gives everyone 
in the party a reason to help him.

5. Politicians  are  blinded by their  arrogance. They  think 
they can manipulate an emerging authoritarian by collaborating with 
him. They underestimate the ejtent to which what they see as an alE
liancePbut is really subserviencePwill corrupt and constrain them.

6. Politicians are misled by personal contact with the author-
itarian. He may seem charming or manageable, but that’s because he’s 
among friends and Oatterers. These situations don’t reOect how he’ll 
treat people who get in his way.

7. Cowardice is enough to empower an authoritarian.  He 
doesn’t need a phalanj of wicked accomplices. He Bust needs weakEwilled 
politicians and aides who will go along with whatever he does. Yvery 
country has plenty of those.

8. Authoritarianism is a trait. “oliticians can always -nd reasons 
why this or that corrupt act by an authoritarian isn’t prosecutable or 
impeachable. These ejcuses gloss over the underlying problem: his perE
sonality. If he gets away with one abuse of power, he’ll move on to the 
nejt.

9. Democracy becomes a rationale to serve the authoritarian. 
xnce he wins a nomination or an election, politicians can ejalt him as 
the people’s choice. They can use this mandate to dismiss criticism of his 
conduct and to reBect any attempt to remove him from oDce.

10. Power becomes a rationale to serve the authoritarian. xnce 
he’s in oDce, politicians can tell themselves that by defending him, 
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they’re earning his trust, gaining inOuence over him, and steering him 
away from his worst impulses.

11. Rationalization becomes a skill and a habit. The -rst time 
you ejcuse an authoritarian act, it feels like a oneEtime concession. ”ut 
each time you bend, you become more Oejible. The authoritarian keeps 
pushing, and you keep adBusting.

12. Ad hoc legal defenses become authoritarianism. Yach time 
the leader abuses his power, apologists claim he has the authority to do 
so. xver time, as he commits more abuses, these piecemeal assertions of 
authority add up to a defense of anything the leader chooses to do.

13. Normalization and polarization are enough to create a 
mass authoritarian movement. “eople get used to a strongEwilled 
leader, and their partisan reOejes kick in. If the leader is in your party, 
you may feel an urge to attack anyone who goes after him. ou become 
part of his political army.

14. Exposure of the authoritarian’s crimes galvanizes his base. 
His supporters turn against the media, the legislature, law enforcement, 
and any other institution that investigates him. They view his accumuE
lating scandals as more evidence that the true villains are out to get him.

15. Demonization of the opposition paves the way to tyranny. 
It lowers the moral threshold for supporting the leader. ou must defend 
him, no matter what he does, because his enemies are worse.

16. A party detached from its principles becomes a cult. xnce 
the party begins to shed prior beliefs in deference to a leader, it loses 
independent standards by which to Budge him. The party becomes the 
man, and dissent from him becomes heresy.
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17. Democracy’s culture of compromise is a weakness. xver time, 
an authoritarian’s will to gain and wield power grinds down politicians 
who are content to negotiate among competing interests. —s he relentE
lessly imposes his will, they -nd reasons and ways to accommodate him.

18. Civil servants are easily smeared and purged. Some of them 
might investigate, ejpose, or refuse the leader’s corrupt orders, since they 
weren’t appointed by him or elected on his ticket. ”ut that independence 
makes them easy to attack as eep State  conspirators who are subvertE
ing the people’s will.

19. It’s easy to provoke and exploit violence without endorsing 
it. ou Bust say the election was stolen, and the president’s followers take 
it from there. Then, after their rampage, you warn that any punishment 
of him might drive them to violence again.

20. It’s easy to rationalize ethnic or religious persecution. emE
agogues tend to use any division in societyPethnic, sejual, religiousPas 
a wedge against their enemies. — skilled politician can ejcuse this behavE
ior on the grounds that bigotry is only the method, not the motive.
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