
THREE DESCRIPTIONS
OF OUR CURRENT
TURMOIL

If we are to believe Hegel – or
Collingwood – no age, no civilization,
is capable of conceptually identifying
itself. This can only be done after its
demise ….

Lescek Kolakowski, Modernity on Endless
Trial p. 3.

Index to posts in this series

If we can’t find help in dealing with the rise
of fascism in older books perhaps we should look
to newer material, remembering Kolakowski’s
warning. In a recent article in the Boston
Review titled What Are We Living Through,
Jedidiah Purdy-Britton and David Pozen, law
professors at Duke and Columbia respectively,
take up this problem. They describe three
“scripts” people use to answer the title
question. This is an excellent article, worth
reading and contemplating. In this post, I will
briefly describe each script, the changes each
suggests, and then offer some thoughts.

The Scripts

1. The Authoritarian Turn. The Trump regime
represents a sudden shift into a dangerous
authoritarian future. This view is mostly held
by centrists, which I think means most
Democratic politicians.

2. More of the same. The Trump regime is the
culmination of decades of slow erosion of
democratic society. Trump is accellerating it.
This is a more leftish view.

3. Constitutional Crisis. The Trump regime is
just another constitutional crisis, based on an
electoral victory and a challenge to the
existing regime. It’s like the FDR
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administration creating the New Deal. This is
the view of Trump supporters and conservative
intellectuals.

Trump’s decisive Electoral College
victory in 2024, after a campaign with
more sharply defined stakes than in
2016, put a popular (if not quite
majoritarian) imprimatur on such change.
Following a playbook developed during
the New Deal and refined in the civil
rights era, Trump’s team is employing
all the tools at its disposal to reshape
the balance of power across state and
society in line with campaign pledges to
curb illegal immigration, shrink the
federal workforce, restore religion in
the public sphere, and advance a
“colorblind” conception of racial
equality.

The difference between the Authoritarian Crisis
view and the More of the Same view is
continuity. The former suggests that the US was
mostly fine and getting better, but then Trump
came along. The latter suggests that this regime
didn’t come out of nowhere, but is an
acceleration of a long process of deterioration.
The Constitutional Crisis theory is based on the
idea that for some decades the US has lived
under a ‘liberal hegemony”, and the second Trump
regime is a counter-revolution against that
hegemony.

The authors generate a list of horribles which
justify each script. I assume we all know the
horribles for the first two. The list for the
third is culture war issues, and Republican
revanchism.

The MAGA movement wishes to dismantle
not just a policy here or a doctrine
there but a whole edifice of laws,
norms, and values that it sees liberals
as having imposed through their dogma of
“living constitutionalism” and their
sway over regulatory bodies,



universities, foundations, and legacy
media organizations. Although a
“radical” reform agenda of such scale
may not sound very conservative, nothing
less will suffice, on this view, to
overthrow the prevailing forces of
institutional and ideological control.

Actions suggested by scripts

The Authoritarian Crisis view suggests that we
need to return to an earlier era of cooperation
and bipartisanship. The main goal is
decentralization of power after a turn to the
concentration of power in the Presidency.

The More of the Same partisans will want a broad
array of changes in the structure of government,
and aggressive efforts to attack oligarchical
control, reactionary courts, and right-wing
extremists stuffed into government at all
levels.

The Constitutional Regime Change script suggests
that liberals and others who disagree should
continue with normal political opposition. If
enough people don’t like Trumpian government
they can just vote the scoundrels out.

Each of these points is worked out in reasonable
detail by the authors, making the article fairly
balanced.

Discussion

General.

I agree with the authors that these three
scripts accurately set out the basic features of
current political discourse. I question whether
anything a Trump advocate says is actually
connected to anything the Trump regime says or
does, but I’ve seen echoes of this argument
elsewhere.

It seems to me the article generates two
important questions. First, the authors don’t
offer much explanation of how these changes
started and increased to the current state.



Second, it doesn’t talk about the role of the
rest of government, especially the Supreme
Court, which is surprising because the authors
are law profs. Both are important for figuring
out what is to be done. I’ll take these issues
up in another post.

2, My view of the rise of authoritarianism.

I think people everywhere have deeply embedded
ugly feelings that at our human best we try to
eradicate, or at least repress into
meaninglessness. But not all of us, and not
always successfully. I think there was a period
in recent US history where a large majority of
us were shamed by those ugly streaks, and worked
to eradicate them. But they are still there for
a lot of people, smoldering, available to any
demagogue who might benefit from stoking them.

As we see in Hannah Arendt’s The Origins Of
Totalitarianism, anti-Semitism has been an
undercurrent in Europe since at least the Middle
Ages. By the mid-19th Century most middle and
upper-class German and French Jews felt they
were assimilating, becoming just regular
citizens. But there remained a number of non-
Jews in whom it never died out. There were
occasional outbursts like the Dreyfus Affair in
France, which flared up and then died uneasily,
but mostly things seemed to be improving.

After social upheaval and economic disasters in
Post-WWI Germany, anti-Semitism was a natural
tool for the Nazis, creating an enemy within,
and justifying the Holocaust. It was effective
in Vichy France as well. In one poignant
example, the granddaughter of Alfred Dreyfus,
Madeleine Levy, was captured by the Vichy police
and sent to Auschwitz, where she died of typhus
at the age of 25. We still see it today in
England, where the Labour Party was roiled by
allegations of anti-Semitism. It’s present in
the US, too.

In exactly the same way, racism has been part of
US society almost since the first settlements
here, as shown by Ibram X. Kendi in Stamped From
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the Beginning.  Anti-immigrant sentiment was a
natural tool for 19th and early 20th C
capitalists to use to divide the working class.
Misogyny and homophobia have even older roots in
cultures as far back as we have records. In the
US, we add a layer of anti-intellectualism, our
own contribution to manipulation.

These ancient prejudices are natural wedges
which have been used by elites through the
centuries to divide and control people. Today
those tools are explicitly welded by the right-
wing and its billionaire backers. There are at
least 1150 billionaires in the US today, and
they control our economy. That control is
obvious in mass media, including social media.
Billionaires and their hirelings have tools to
control discourse and direct the attention of
huge numbers of voters who may not even realize
how they are being manipulated.

Maybe most of the billionaires snd rank and file
Trump supporters don’t think of themselves as
prejudiced in any way. But they supported the
overtly racist, xenophobic, misogynist,
homophobic Trump. They probably like science and
technology, but their Senators approved RFK,
Jr., and stood by while he and Elon Musk wrecked
governmental research.

There are other factors that reinforce this top-
down justification and support for hate and
fear, including inequality of income and wealth,
inflation, and lack of critical thinking. But
for many of us media-inspired fear and hatred
make it impossible to see the actual causes of
actual problems.

And that’s how we got here. Too many of us
either wanted or ignored the hatred and
justified their votes with the lies about the
economy paid for by billionaires.


