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Why are Republicans still this loyal to
a Mar-a-Lago Exile?

Republicans need to talk about the country’s needs, not
just the threats posed by the left. That requires disowning
Trump

Five years ago, during a campaign rally in Iowa, Donald Trump famously
said, T could stand in the middle of Fifth Avenue and shoot somebody
and I wouldn’t lose voters.” What no one knew at the time, but what the
just-concluded impeachment trial showed in vivid and at times sickening

detail, is that Mr Trump was foreshadowing something worse.

The former president didn’t stand in the middle of Fifth Avenue; he
stood in the middle of the Ellipse. He didn’t use a gun; the weapons he
used were his words and Twitter account. Mr Trump didn’t commit
murder; instead, urged on by their beloved leader, a mob of hundreds of
Trump loyalists ‘stormed and occupied the Capitol, disrupting the final
electoral count in a shocking display of violence that shook the core of
American democracy,” in the words of The Times. As a result of Mr.
Trump’s actions a theoretical person on Fifth Avenue didn’t die; five

actual human beings did, with many others badly injured.

But what Mr Trump got right was in prophesying that he could act
maliciously — and even seditiously — and still maintain the
overwhelming support of both his base and Republican lawmakers.
Representative Liz Cheney, who bravely voted to impeach Mr. Trump,
correctly said that there’s never been a greater betrayal by a president of
his office and his oath to the Constitution. The impeachment trial
provided overwhelming, irrefutable — and in fact unrefuted — evidence
that Mr. Trump was guilty as charged. He not only incited an
insurrection; he delighted in watching it unfold in all of its violence, all of

its devastation, all of its horror. For hours he did nothing to stop it.

Why Republicans still support Trump

Yet in the aftermath of that, the vast majority of Republican lawmakers

stood where they always have for the last four years: shoulder-to-shoulder
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The impeachment vote was

with Donald Trump. And precisely because they have done so, time and
time again, we became inured to how troubling the alliance between Mr
Trump and the Republican Party turned out to be, with Mr Trump’s
senatorial defenders (or should I say practorian guard) — Lindsey
Graham, Josh Hawley, Ted Cruz, Ron Johnson and others — not only

shameless and remorseless, but belligerent.

So why did Republicans, with seven honorable exceptions profess their
loyalty to a sociopath who has been exiled to Mar-a-Lago? Why do they
continue to defend a man who lost the popular vote by more than seven
million votes, whose recklessness after the election cost Republicans
control of the Senate, and who is causing a flight from the Republican

Party?

There are different, sometimes overlapping

explanations. For some, it’s a matter of

the last, best chance to cynical ambition. They want to win over the
break decisjve]y with Mr loyalty of Trump supporters, who comprise a

Trump.

huge part of the base of the Republican
Party. For others, it’s recognising that
standing up to Mr Trump might make life
quite unpleasant and even dangerous for
them, exposing them to hazards that range
from primary challenges to physical attack.
And for still others, it’s driven by such
antipathy toward the left that they will not
do anything Democrats ask them to do, even
if doing so is the right thing to do. These
Republicans would much rather ‘own the
libs’ than side with them against a corrupt,

corrosive former president.

There’s also the natural human reluctance to take a stand that puts you in
conflict with your own political tribe, your colleagues, your friends. And
there’s this: Over the course of the Trump presidency a lot of
Republicans repeatedly — sometimes daily — quarantined their
conscience in order to justify to others, and to themselves, their support

for an unscrupulous man.

Saying one thing, thinking another

For nearly a half-decade, Republicans became accustomed to saying one
thing and thinking another. The impeachment vote was the last, best
chance to break decisively with Mr Trump. Yet once again most

Republican lawmakers couldn’t bring themselves to do it. Mr Trump still
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seems to haunt them, to instill fear in them.

More than that, however: He has become them, weaving himself into
their minds and communities so seamlessly that they are no longer
capable of distinguishing their own moral sensibilities and boundaries
from his, as they might once have done. After the disgraceful
impeachment vote, the task for Republicans hoping to separate
themselves from the Trump years, which was already hard, if not

impossible, became harder still.

So for conservatives who are longing for a responsible political home and
for those who believe healthy conservative parties are vital to the survival
of democracy, what can be done to salvage the Republican Party? To
begin with, it needs leaders who are willing to say that something has
gone very, very wrong. They don’t have to dwell on it, or make it the
focus of their efforts every minute, but the next generation of Republican
leaders cannot pretend that the last few years were politics as they ought
to be. They need to acknowledge that a sickness set in and take steps to

cure it.

One good example

For example, Senator Romney’s Family Security Act is an ambitious
policy aimed at slashing child poverty and strengthening families by
reducing penalties for marriage. (It would provide a monthly cash benefit
for families, amounting to USD 350 a month for each young child, and
USD 250 a month for each school-age child.)

There are some interesting ideas in the area

Republicans need to talk

of national service, including this one from

about the count ry s needs, the Brookings Institution’s Isabelle Sawhill
not just the threats posed and Richard Reeves, encouraging a year of
b_)’ the left national service after high school as a way to

foster national unity by bringing young
people of different races, ethnicities, income
levels and faith backgrounds together to
work toward a common purpose, but also as

a pathway to college.

Right now all this may seem aspirational or even unachievable, but this is
what has to happen if there is going to be a responsible conservative
alternative to the Democratic Party. A new, post-Trump Republican
Party should put in place a political infrastructure that supports
conservatives in primary races who are responsible, intellectually serious

and interested in governing rather than theatrics.
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What post-Trump Republicans should
do

Republicans need to talk about the country’s needs, not just the threats
posed by the left. Having spread conspiracy theories and served as a
battering ram against reality during the last four years, the Republican
Party needs to root itself firmly in the world as it actually is. It must
defend itself against QAnon and its allies whenever and wherever they
present themselves, not just every once in a while. It must challenge those

who want to make the Republican Party the nesting place of lunacy.

None of this will be easy, and it will certainly require developing new
habits of thought after the Trump era. What is even more difficult is that
it will require explicitly distancing the party from the irreconcilably anti-
democratic and nihilistic element of Trump’s base. While post-Trump
Republicans shouldn’t go out in search of a fight, this transformation
cannot be accomplished without at some point confronting hard-core
MAGA supporters who have made a living through lies and

intimidation.

For half a decade, there have been far too few figures within the
Republican Party who were willing to challenge Mr Trump, to speak the
truth people knew privately but hid publicly. But with Mr Trump in
temporary exile and the impeachment trial over, we’re about to see
whether the Trump presidency was an aberration or a precursor, a
parenthesis or part of a pattern. Was Mr Trump’s acquittal the end of the

Trump era or the beginning of something worse?

(c) The New York Times
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