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The Fever Still Hasn’t Broken: January 6th and After
Judith M. Hughes

In June 2012, Barack Obama told a room full of donors that “if we’re successful in the election, when we’re successful . . . the fever may break.” He continued: “My hope, my expectation is that after the election, now that the goal of beating Obama doesn’t make much sense because I’m not running again, that we can start to get some cooperation,” that the voices of compromise would begin asserting themselves within the Republican Party.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Quoted by Sam Stein, “Obama: Republican ‘Fever’ Will Break During My Second Term,” http:/www.huffpost.com/entry/Obama-republican-fever_n_1563539.] 

	Obama had come into office as popular as any president in modern memory. Despite that popularity, G.O.P. leadership began plotting how to hamstring his administration on the very night of his inauguration. Running again, he couldn’t just tell his audience that if he won, the country would be in for another four years of bitter partisan warfare. But the idea that peace would break out amounted to a fantasy. 
More than a decade later—in September 2023—Obama’s erstwhile Republican opponent, Mitt Romney, announced that he would not run for re-election to the Senate seat he had occupied since 2019. “A very large part of my party,” he told his biographer, “really doesn’t believe in the Constitution.” (Readers assumed that Romney was using “the Constitution” as a rhetorical stand-in for “American democracy.”) He was not content simply to target Trump. He called out the many colleagues who, with little regard for the damage it does to the American political system, have toed Trump’s line.[footnoteRef:2] A case in point: during the first Republican debate of the 2024 presidential campaign, Trump’s rivals were asked to raise their hands if they would support Trump if, after being convicted in a court of law, he still won the nomination. The hands went up—six out of eight—some eagerly, some hesitantly. Trump’s efforts to overturn the 2020 election weren’t just a potential criminal offense. It also violated the cardinal rule of democracy: politicians must accept the results of elections, win or lose. [2:  Aaron Blake, “‘You sell yourself so cheap?” Romney’s Stark Indictment of GOP Cowardice,” The Washington Post, September 14, 2023.] 


I. The January 6th Select Committee: An Attempt at Repair
	“Working through”—the idea that the analysand carries out certain work during treatment appeared as early as Studies in Hysteria (1895). Freud posited that traumatic experiences were somehow lodged like foreign bodies in the mental apparatus and were “worn away” by being linked with other memories. In keeping with this idea, progress in therapy turned on the recovery from amnesia of these events and their “working through.”[footnoteRef:3] Roughly fifty years later, Melanie Klein paraphrased Freud: [3:  Josef Breuer and Sigmund Freud, Studies in Hysteria (1893-1895), in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, 24 vols., translated under the general editorship of James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1953-1974), 2: 9. See also Freud, “Remembering, Repeating and Working-Through (Further Recommendations on the Technique of Psycho-Analysis II)” (1914), in SE 12: 155-156.] 

The necessity to work through is again and again proved in our day-to-day experience: for instance we see that patients, who at some stage have gained insight, repudiate this very insight in the following sessions and sometimes even seem to have forgotten that they had ever accepted it. It is only by drawing our conclusions from the material as it reappears in different contexts, and is interpreted accordingly, that we gradually help the patient acquire insight in a more lasting way.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Melanie Klein, Narrative of a Child Analysis (1961), in The Writings of Melanie Klein, 4 vols., under the general editorship of Roger Money-Kyrle, in collaboration with Betty Joseph, Edna O’Shaughnessy, and Hanna Segal (London: Hogarth Press, 1975), p. 12.] 

Congressman Jamie Raskin, who served as lead manager in Trump’s second impeachment trial, has probably not read early Freud nor anything by Melanie Klein; yet working through is so familiar—if imprecise—a notion in contemporary discourse that he could write:
Human beings do not move straight from trauma to closure without first understanding how and why their basic assumptions about the world were violently wrenched away and how they can reduce the chances of ever experiencing such a demolition of their expectations again. . . . [W]e could not successfully heal without first confronting the reality of what had happened. . . . The actual truth may be a difficult path, our team all agreed . . . , but it was the only viable path for redemption and renewal.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Jamie Raskin, Unthinkable: Trauma, Truth, and the Trials of American Democracy (New York: HarperCollins, 2022), p. 325 (emphasis in the original).] 

	Raskin also sat on the Select Committee to Investigate the January 6th Attack on the United States Capitol. It came to the conclusion that Trump ranked as the culprit-in-chief. During his time in office, Trump had “learned to maneuver his way through the executive branch and grew bolder in his abuses of it.” By January 6, that transition was complete. “No longer the bumbling, reactive and instinctual occupant of the Oval Office,” Trump, so the report of the Select Committee shows, was “fully in charge.”[footnoteRef:6] None of the events of that day “would have happened without him.”[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  Carlos, Lozada, “When Authorities Put Trump Under a Microscope,” New York Times, February 12, 2023.]  [7:  The January 6th Report: Findings of the Select Committee to Investigate the January 6th Attack on the United States Capitol (New York: Random House, 2023), p.8.] 

	Trump’s most corrupt action has always been the corruption of reality. He had never said that he would abide by the outcome of the election. (He had made similar statements in 2016, and in 2012, he had claimed that the election was “a total sham and a travesty.”) In May 2020, afraid that Biden might win in November, Trump had tweeted: “It will be the greatest Rigged Election in history!” On election night, as the Republican advantage began to fade, Trump declared:

This is a fraud on the American public. This is an embarrassment to our country. We were getting ready to win this election. Frankly, we did win this election. We did win this election. . . .We want all voting to stop.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Quoted in January 6th Report, p. 9.] 

That Trump was the one consciously committing fraud in insisting that victory had been stolen from him, the Report makes clear in a six-page chart cataloging the many times he was told the facts of the election and yet continued to lie about them.[footnoteRef:9] Trump himself knew the truth, but he promoted a paranoid fantasy that was seconded by his fellow conspirators. [9:  See January 6th Report, pp. 22-27.] 

	The multi-part plan Trump oversaw was complicated and corrupt. Its pieces—the efforts to spread conspiracy theories, weaponize state legislatures, subvert the Department of Justice, summon an angry mob, and, finally, pressure the vice president on January 6—were all part of the same plot, with the fake elector scheme at the center. (In a normal election, the electors of the winning candidate cast their ballots and send them onwards to Congress, where a joint session verifies the candidate’s victory.)
	More than a month before the election, The Atlantic published a bombshell article by Barton Gellman. “The Trump campaign,” he wrote, “is discussing contingency plans to by-pass election results and appoint loyal electors in the battleground states where Republicans hold a legislative majority.”[footnoteRef:10] Claiming rampant fraud, “Trump would ask the State legislators to set aside the popular vote and exercise their power to choose a slate of electors directly.” After the election, people around “Trump were pushing this idea, and pushing it hard.”[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Quoted in January 6th Report, p. 266.]  [11:  January 6th Report, p. 266.] 

	Trump’s early outreach aimed at preventing state and local officials from certifying his loss. The Select Committee found it impossible “to document each and every meeting, phone call, text message, or other contact” that Trump and “his allies had with . . . officials in various battleground states.”[footnoteRef:12] They ran in the many hundreds. All this was going on behind the scenes. Trump also took a more open approach. After the Associated Press called the race in Georgia for Biden on November 12, Trump went public with harsh criticisms of Governor Brian Kemp and Secretary of State Brad Raffensberger: [12:  Ibid., p. 271.] 

He called Kemp “hapless” and . . . tweeted that Raffensberger was “a so-called Republican (RINO)” . . , [H]e also retweeted posts asking, “Who needs Democrats when you have Republicans like Brian Kemp,” and “why bother voting for Republicans if what you get is . . . Kemp?”[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Ibid., p. 273.] 

	Once counties and state officials certified the election, or when nearly certain that they would do so, Trump and his team shifted their focus. They now encouraged state legislators to meet in “special sessions . . . and choose . . . electors who would vote for the Trump/Pence ticket.”[footnoteRef:14] This is the context for the now infamous telephone call between Trump and Raffensberger on January 2. Under Raffensberger’s leadership, Georgia had, by that time, already conducted a statewide hand recount of all ballots. That recount and other post-election reviews proved that there was no widespread fraud, and that voting machines didn’t alter the outcome of the election. . . . But, undeterred by the facts, the President badgered Raffensberger to overturn the Georgia results. . . . [T]hen the President made his demand. “So look. All I want to do is this. I just want to find 11,780 votes. . . .It was a stunning moment. The President of the United States was asking a State’s chief election officer to “find” enough votes to declare him the winner of an election he lost.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Ibid., p. 276.]  [15:  Ibid., p. 263.] 

	Raffensberger was not alone in refusing to budge. A similar dynamic played out when Trump applied pressure to other state officials. But still Trump did not desist. He turned to the Department of Justice. If top administrators at the D.O.J. would declare that the election was fraudulent—Department investigations had demonstrated that this was not the case—and send a letter to the state legislatures calling for a session to appoint the fake electors as the real ones, that would swing things Trump’s way. Two of Trump’s henchmen drafted the requisite letter. Thanks to opposition from senior D.O.J. officials—they threatened mass resignations—the letter was never sent.
	December 14 had been understood as the final date to decide the election. That was the date by which electors of any given candidate had to pledge themselves. (And, in fact, on the 14th, certified electors met in every state. In seven states that Biden had won—Arizona, Georgia, Michigan, Nevada, New Mexico, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin—fake electors also met and produced counterfeit Electoral College certificates for Trump). In the thinking of a little-known Ken Cheseboro who had Trump’s ear, the final decision was January 6, when Congress would meet to hold a joint session certifying the electoral votes.
	Hence the pressure campaign on Vice President Mike Pence. The architect of the Pence part of the plot—“a coup in search of a legal theory” as one federal judge called it[footnoteRef:16]--was a lawyer named John Eastman. According to Eastman, Pence could either reject outright the electoral college votes of the seven swing states or delay their certification in order to send them back to state legislatures. Eric Herschmann, an attorney in the White House, recalled a conversation he had had with Eastman. [16:  Ibid., p. 427.] 

And, I said to him, hold on a second, I want to understand what you’re saying. You’re saying you believe the Vice President, acting as President of the Senate, can be the sole decisionmaker as to, under your theory, who becomes the next President of the United States. And he said, yes. And I said, are you out of your F’ing mind?[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Quoted in ibid., p. 434.] 

Then Trump summoned the mob. In the early hours of December 19, he tweeted: “Big protest in D.C. on January 6th. Be there, will be wild.”[footnoteRef:18] At a noontime rally, Trump spoke to a throng that included members of white supremacist and far-right, and anti-government extremist groups—including the Proud Boys, the Oath Keepers, America First, and QAnon. He spent “50-or-so minutes amping up his crowd with lies about the election,” and exhorting them “to fight.”[footnoteRef:19] Next he sent them to the Capitol, fully aware that some were armed. By this time, Trump knew that Pence had no intention of overturning the election. With the riot underway and Pence at the Capitol, Trump tweeted: [18:  See ibid., p. 499.]  [19:  Ibid., p. 586.] 

Mike Pence didn’t have the courage to do what should have been done to protect our Country and our Constitution, giving States a chance to certify a corrected set of facts, not the fraudulent or inaccurate ones they were asked to previously certify. USA demands the truth![footnoteRef:20] [20:  Quoted in ibid., p.86.] 

The mob chanted “Hang Mike Pence,” and the rampage continued. Finally at 4:17 p.m., 187 minutes after finishing his speech, Trump broadcast a video asking the insurrectionists to depart.
I know your pain. I know you’re hurt. We had an election that was stolen from us. It was a landslide election, and everyone knows it, especially the other side, but you have to go home now. We have to have peace.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Quoted in ibid, p. 92.] 

Many of the attackers saw Trump’s message as an instruction to leave, and that, coupled with the arrival of the National Guard, turned the tide. At 6:01 p.m., Trump sent his last tweet of the day—justifying the violence:
These are the things and events that happen when a sacred election landslide victory is so unceremoniously and viciously stripped away from great patriots who have been badly and unfairly treated for so long. Go home in love and peace. Remember this day forever.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Quoted in ibid., p.93.] 

	In her foreword to the Select Committee’s report, Vice Chair Liz Cheney fastened on Trump sitting in the dining room off the Oval Office and watching the riot on television as one of the Committee’s most shameful findings.
For hours, he would not issue a public statement instructing his supporters to disperse . . . despite urgent pleas from his White House staff and dozens of others to do so. . . . For hours, he would not do it. . . . [T]his was an utter moral failure—and a clear dereliction of duty. . . . No man who would behave that way at that moment in time can serve in any position of authority in our nation again. He is unfit for any office.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Ibid., pp. xv-xvi.] 

	Cheney obviously hoped that the report—the facts of the attempted coup, the truth of what Trump had instigated--would free the country in general, and the Republicans in particular, from the hold he had exercised over them. That is what working through would have looked like. That did not happen.

II. MTG: A True Believer
Adam Schiff, a member of the Select Committee, writing in an introduction to the Random House edition of the report, commented ruefully:
[O]ne line of effort to overturn the election is given scant attention in the pages that follow, and that involved the willingness of so many members of Congress to vote to overturn the election. . . . [A]fter . . . police put down the insurrection, at great cost to themselves, . . . the vast majority of Republican members picked up right where they left off, still voting to overturn the results in key states.
	Even before she took office as representative for Georgia’s fourteenth Congressional district, Marjorie Taylor Greene—who came to be known as MTG--had joined the cabal plotting to forestall the peaceful transfer of power. On December 21, she, along with ten House Republicans gathered with Trump to go over plans for January 6. After they left, Mark Meadows, Trump’s Chief of Staff, tweeted: “‘Several members of Congress just finished a meeting with @realDonaldTrump preparing to fight back against evidence of voter fraud, Stay tuned.’”[footnoteRef:24] When a few days later Jeffrey Rosen, Acting Attorney General, sought to make Trump understand that “DOJ can’t and won’t snap its fingers and change the outcome of the election,” Trump had a ready reply: “‘I don’t expect you to do that. . . . Just say the election was corrupt and leave the rest to me and Republican Congressmen.’”[footnoteRef:25] [24:  Quoted in January 6th Report, p. 382.]  [25:  Quoted in ibid., p. 386.] 

	At 3:52 p.m. on January 6, as the Capitol was under assault, Greene, having regained her composure after a momentary fright, texted Meadows: “‘Mark we don’t think these attackers are our people. We think they are Antifa. Dressed like Trump supporters.’”[footnoteRef:26] The following day, talking to a right-wing British journalist, Greene reflected on what had happened. [26:  Quoted in Robert Draper, Weapons of Mass Delusion: When the Republican Party Lost Its Mind (New York: Penguin Press, 2022), p. 38.] 

“Last night and into the early-morning hours was probably one of the saddest days of my life. Scariest and loneliest days of my life. On the third day on the job as a new member of Congress, um, just having our Capitol attacked, being blamed on the president that I love, and I know it’s not his fault; and then having it blamed on all the people that support him, 75 million people—75 million people that have supported President Trump and have truly appreciated all his hard work and America First policies and everything about Make America Great Again.” (Trump received 74.2 million votes in 2020.) . . . 
	“I know that there were bad actors involved—and it’s Antifa.” (In subsequent months Greene would blame the F.B.I. for possibly instigating the violence on Jan. 6. She also voted against awarding police officers who defended the Capitol that day the congressional gold medal, its highest honor.)[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Robert Draper, “The Problem of Marjorie Taylor Greene: What the Rise of the Far-Right Congresswoman Means for the House, the G.O.P., and the Nation,” The New York Times Magazine, October 17, 2022.] 

This was just the beginning of Greene’s efforts to re-write the history of January 6.

	In her first run for Congress, Greene had distinguished herself as the poster child for QAnon. Just after cryptic notes began appearing on the message board 4chan under the name Q Clearance Patriot—“Q Clearance is the Department of Energy equivalent to top secret clearance in the Department of Defense”—Greene joined in. She placed wide-eyed videos on Facebook describing Q as someone who “very much loves his country” and as “on the same page as us,” and she wrote pro-QAnon articles for a far-right Web outlet called American Truth Seekers. During her campaign Greene linked Hillary Clinton to pedophilia and human sacrifice, suggested that Barack Obama plotted to kill a Democratic operative with the help of MS-13, and described the 2018 midterms, in which Ilhan Omar and Rashida Tlaib won their races, as an “Islamic invasion of our government.” Other outlandish claims: the 2018 Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School mass shooting in Parkland Florida was staged; a wildfire in California that same year was ignited by a laser beam under the control of the Rothschilds. Such ravings led Erick Erickson, a conservative commentator who lives in central Georgia, to say, “‘she’s bat-shit crazy”—but he was equally certain that she would be going to Congress.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Charles Bethea, “How the ‘QAnon Candidate’ Marjorie Taylor Greene Reached the Doorstop of Congress,” The New Yorker, October 9, 2020.] 

	A month into her term, she tried to explain to her Republican colleagues how she had come to embrace QAnon beliefs: “I was upset about the Russian collusion conspiracy lies that I was seeing on the news every single day. . . . So I looked into the internet—and was like, What’s going on? I stumbled across something called QAnon. Yep, I did. I read about it, I posted about it, I talked about it, and I asked questions about it.” Using the passive voice, she continued: “I was allowed to believe things that weren’t true!”[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Quoted in Draper, “The Problem of Marjorie Taylor Greene.”] 

	There was nothing passive about Greene’s commitment to the MAGA agenda: it “equals if not surpasses Trump’s.”[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Ibid.] 

She wanted to impeach President Biden. She wanted to expel AOC and other members of the Squad from Congress for being Communists. She wanted to label Black Lives Matter a terrorist group. She wanted to ban all abortions. . . . She wanted to finish building Trump’s wall and keep immigrants of any kind out of America for the foreseeable future. . . . She wanted to unravel gun-control laws. She wanted prayer back in the schools. . . . She wanted to eliminate any and all regulations that were intended to address climate change, because in her view, “The climate has always changed, and no amount of taxes and no government can do anything to stop climate change.”[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Draper, Weapons of Mass Delusion, pp. 276-277.] 

	And there was nothing passive about Greene’s insistence that the 2020 election had been stolen, and nothing passive about her defense of those attempting to overthrow the government. When she led a Congressional delegation to visit defendants in the D.C. jail, she treated them like rock stars and heroes. The rioters, she maintained, were not violent insurrectionists; they were martyrs in the far-right cause.
	Greene’s appearance—or stunt—that drew the widest coverage took place in December 2022. Speaking to a gala for New York Republicans, she made a crack about how unfamiliar she had been with the layout of the Capitol complex: “‘I come to Washington, I swear in on January 3, I get accused on giving insurrection tours which I thought was hilarious because I couldn’t find the bathroom in the Capitol. True story.’” Then January 6th happened. “‘And next thing you know, I organized the whole thing, along with Steve Bannon [a Trump hatchet man].’” She went on: “‘So that’s the whole joke, isn’t it? They say the whole thing was planned and I’m like, are you kidding me? A bunch of conservatives, second amendment supporters, went in the Capitol without guns and they think that we organized that? I don’t think so.’” Then the most hair-raising line: “‘I will tell you something, if Steve Bannon and I had organized that we would have won. Not to mention, it would’ve been armed.’”[footnoteRef:32] According to the Guardian, “The audience—which included Bannon, Donald Trump Jr., and prominent figures on the far right—met Greene’s incendiary remarks with cheers and whoops of affirmation.”[footnoteRef:33] [32:  Quoted in Ed Pilkington, “Marjorie Taylor Greene: Capitol Attack ‘Would’ve Been Armed’ If I Was in Charge,” The Guardian, December 12, 2022.]  [33:  Ibid.] 


III. DJT: A God of Retribution
	In June 2023, Trump was indicted for withholding national defense materials. The indictment listed thirty-one counts, one count for each document he kept in his possession. From the description in it, Trump took very high level stuff: it included information about the United States nuclear weapons program, the defense capabilities of the United States and other countries, vulnerabilities of the United States and its allies to attack, and plans for retaliation in such an eventuality. And the indictment makes it as clear as it can that Trump knew exactly what he was doing.
	Starting in the early months of his administration, Trump began using cardboard boxes to bring paper and documents from the West Wing up to the residence at the end of the day. According to people familiar with the practice, Trump was “meticulous” about putting things in specific boxes. He would notice if somebody had rifled through them or they were not arranged in a particular way. When he was traveling, boxes came with him. He would point to specific ones he wanted to take along on Air Force One, and decline to take others. The same was true when Trump left the White House: he knew the contents of the boxes around him. And he insisted, repeatedly, that he had “every right to the boxes,” that they were “mine.”[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Maggie Haberman, Alan Feuer, and Michael S. Schmidt, “At the Heart of the Documents Case: Trump’s Attachment to His Boxes,” The New York Times, June 15, 2023.] 

So why did Trump take the documents—they were not his, they belonged to the government? (The indictment did not need to go into motive.) Fintan O’Toole claimed, in The New York Review of Books, that “to keep hold of secrets that could be traded at some point for his personal gain” fits with Trump’s self-image as a “deal-maker.” Classified information could very well be a “potentially lucrative part of one or many deals. . . .This intent would be treasonous. Trump may not have actually committed treason, but he was consciously putting himself in a position to be able to do so. . . . [He] went to great lengths to retain for himself . . . the power to reveal to any foreign power not just US military secrets but the workings of US intelligence-gathering in those countries. It is impossible to believe that he did this accidentally or without considering that he might at some time use that power in return for some financial or other benefits.”[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Fintan O’Toole, “The Ultimate Deal,” The New York Review of Books,” June 10, 2023.] 

Ben Protess, writing in The New York Times, made a complementary argument. “There’s definitely that itch . . . that . . . [Trump] has to show off and feel important. . . . Having these documents surely made him feel powerful and important. But there’s another itch that he has to scratch . . . which is settling old scores. So take, for instance, the Iran document that he was waving around at Bedminster and that they recorded him talking about. . . . Trump was locked in this feud in his mind with a former high-level official, Mark Milley. And Milley was getting all of this good press for being a check on Trump and potentially saving him from attacking Iran and other countries. And Trump was seething. And Trump felt that this document . . . was going to prove his case for him. . . . Certainly, it’s the ego stroking, but there’s also that ability for some of these documents, in his mind, to help settle old scores and beat back his enemies.”[footnoteRef:36] [36:  “Nuclear Secrets and Taped Conversations: A Look at the Evidence Against Trump,” The New York Times, June 12, 2023.] 

	And then Trump refused to return the documents after multiple requests to do so. 
	Beginning in May 2021, the National Archives and Records Administration “repeatedly demanded that Trump turn over presidential records that he had kept after his presidency.” In January 2022, Trump surrendered fifteen boxes, fourteen of which contained documents with classification markings. The following month, the National Archives referred the matter to the Department of Justice for investigation. On March 30, the F.B.I. opened a criminal inquiry, and on April 26, a federal grand jury took up the case. On May 11, 2022, “the grand jury issued a subpoena . . . requiring the production of all documents with classification markings in the possession, custody, or control of Trump.” Trump’s attorney memorialized his client’s response:
“a. I don’t want anybody looking, I don’t want anybody looking though my boxes, I don’t want you looking through my boxes.
“b. Well what if we, what happens if we just don’t respond at all or don’t play ball with them?
“c. Wouldn’t it be better if we just told them we don’t have anything here?
“d. Well look isn’t it better if there are no documents?”

And so, after “causing a false certification to be submitted to the F.B.I.,” Trump, in addition to other charges, stood accused of obstruction of justice.[footnoteRef:37] [37:  https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2023/06/09/us/trump-indictment-document-annotated.html?searchResultPosition=12, pp17, 20, 21, 35.] 

	Somehow Trump imagined that, if he didn’t want to, he did not really have to answer a subpoena. (On August 8, the F.B.I. executed a court-authorized search warrant at Mar-a-Lago and retrieved 102 documents with classification markings.) He later told Bret Baier, a FOX news anchor, the only way the Archives could get the boxes back was by saying “please, please, please.” No sign that he felt bound by the rule of law.
*	*	*	*	*	*	*	*	*	*
At a town hall held by CNN, the moderator, Kaitlin Collins, asked Trump: “Do you have any regrets about your actions of January 6?” Trump replied:
January 6, it was the largest crowd I have ever spoken to. [It was not.] . . . I have spoken to hundreds of thousands of people. I have never spoken to a crowd as large as this one. And that was because they thought that the election was rigged. And they were there proud. They were there with love in their hearts. That was an unbelievable—and it was a beautiful day.
Collins pressed on:
When it was clear to you that they were not peaceful—you saw them rushing the Capitol, breaking windows. They were hitting officers with flagpoles. Tasing them, beating them up. When it was clear they weren’t being peaceful, why did you wait three hours to tell them to leave the Capitol? They listen to you like no one else.
Trump prevaricated, and Collins finally gave up and turned to another aspect of that day: Mike Pence—who said that Trump had endangered his life. Collins asked: “Do you feel that you owe him an apology?” “No,” Trump rejoined:
[B]ecause he did something wrong. He should have put the votes back to the state legislatures and I think we would have had a different outcome. I really do. . . . Mike had the right to do it. They [Democrats and RINOs] convinced him he didn’t, and it was a horrible thing for our country.
After this exchange, an audience member asked: “Will you pardon the January 6th rioters who were convicted of federal offenses?” Trump answered: “I am most likely—if I get in, I will most likely—I would say it will be a large portion of them. . . . And it’ll be very early on. And they’re living in hell right now.”[footnoteRef:38] [38:  https:/www.cnn.com/2023/05/11/politics/transcript-cnn-town-hall-trump.] 

	Six weeks later, Greene and four other House Republicans convened an unofficial hearing to challenge what they called “the fake narrative that an insurrection had occurred on Jan. 6.” In the version they advanced, January 6 was “an elaborate setup to entrap peaceful Trump supporters, followed by a continuing Biden administration campaign to imprison and torment innocent conservatives.” That’s not all. According to an Economist/YouGov poll, 58 percent of self-described conservatives agree: they say that January 6 was an act of “legitimate political discourse.”[footnoteRef:39] [39:  Robert Draper, “Far Right Promises a Through-the-Looking-Glass Narrative on Jan. 6,” The New York Times, June 25, 2023.] 

	*	*	*	*	*	*	*	*	*
	In his speech announcing his presidential run, Trump proclaimed: “I am a victim. . . . I will tell you I’m a victim.” There are many words that presidential candidates commonly apply to themselves—“fearless,” “principled,” “sincere.” “Victim” is not among them. But Trump is unafraid of the word. Indeed the more seemingly victimized he is, the better. He’s a victim because the system is rigged against him and anyone who challenges it. He’s a victim because he is so clearly identified with his supporters, who, likewise, allegedly, have been treated unfairly by large-scale economic and social forces. “We will be attacked,” he told his fans at his announcement. “We will be slandered. We will be persecuted just as I have been.”[footnoteRef:40] [40:  http://www.rev.com/blog/transcripts/former-president-trump-announces-2024-presidential-bid-transcript, pp. 16, 18.] 


	Over the course of his career, Trump has frequently changed his positions on issues, made conflicting statements, and shuffled through a revolving cast of staff. The one constant has been his portraying himself as a victim at every turn. It is not clear why being a victim should work for Trump the way it does. The belief that Trump was robbed of his victory in 2020, in the worst act of treachery in American history and, at the end of the day, could do nothing about it sits uneasily with the notion that he is a uniquely effective fighter. The circle can be squared by considering the forces arrayed against him to be unfathomably vast and nearly every other Republican to be a quisling and coward for not battling as fiercely as Trump. 

Several months later, speaking to the Georgia state G.O.P. convention, Trump, with Marjorie Taylor Greene accompanying him, cast his bid for the White House as the “final battle” with “corrupt” forces that he claimed were destroying the country. He spoke about threats to the nation: “Either the Communists win and destroy America, or we destroy the Communists”—ostensibly referring to Democrats. He railed against “the Deep State”—the pejorative he deploys against U.S. intelligence agencies and more broadly any federal government bureaucrat he perceives as a political opponent; he inveighed against “globalists,” “warmongers” in government, and “the sick political class that hates our country.” As for his legal troubles, Trump maintained: “The baseless indictment of me by the Biden administration’s weaponized Department of In-Justice will go down . . . as among the most horrific abuses of power in the history of our country. . . . In the end, they’re not coming after me, they’re coming after you, and I’m just standing in the way.”[footnoteRef:41] The convention crowd “was beyond friendly.” It was “devotional.”[footnoteRef:42] [41:  Quoted in Jonathan Swan, Maggie Haberman, and Nicholas Nehamas, “This Is the Final Battle: Trump Casts His Campaign as an Existential Fight Against His Critics,” The New York Times, June10, 2023.]  [42:  Ibid.] 


	Trump’s message was clear: he would upend the supposed politicization of the Justice Department: “I will appoint a special prosecutor,” he declared after his arraignment on the documents case, “to go after the most corrupt president in the history of the United States of America, Joe Biden, and the entire Biden crime family.”[footnoteRef:43] In promising to “go after” Biden, in promising to “totally obliterate the Deep State,” Trump was promising his supporters that he would appoint an ally who would bring charges against his political enemies regardless of the facts. In his first term, Trump had gradually ramped up pressure on the Justice Department, eroding its traditional independence from White House political control. Trump now signaled that, if returned to power, he would throw that effort into overdrive. [43:  Quoted in Jonathan Swan, Charlie Savage, and Maggie Haberman, “The Political Strategy Behind Trump’s Promise to “Go After” Biden,” The New York Times, June 15, 2023. ] 


As for Trump, he insists, so he told a audience at the Conservative Political Action Conference in March 2023: “I am your warrior. I am your justice. And for those who have been wronged and betrayed, I am your retribution.” Then, for emphasis, he repeated: “I am your retribution.”[footnoteRef:44] [44:  Quoted in Maggie Haberman and Shane Goldmacher, “Trump Vowing ‘Retribution,’ Foretells a Second Term of Spite,” The New York Times, March 7, 2023.] 

Self-righteous, and self-pitying, Trump continues to peddle his lies, to dial up controversy, and to keep politics at a fever pitch.



Judith M. Hughes is the author of ten books. The most recent is The Perversion of Holocaust Memory: Writing and Rewriting the Past after 1989 (2022).
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