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ABSTRACT

Academic analysis of the 2016 United States presidential election often credits political
polarization for Donald Trump’s victory. But scholars have dedicated less attention to the
electorate’s widespread and growing distrust of the nation’s political institutions. Trump both
capitalized on and contributed to Americans’ skepticism of longstanding establishment
institutions, including the media, political parties, and administrative agencies. In the same year,
Bernie Sanders (I-VT) nearly won the Democratic presidential primary by calling for a political

revolution.

In the leadup to the election, the term “fake news” gained widespread popularity. Many
modern voters consider political parties corrupt organizations that prevent government from
operating efficiently. Millions of Americans came to believe a “deep state” of bureaucrats covertly
control government. These ideas did not suddenly arise in 2016. They developed through decades

of technological, social, and political changes that created an environment hostile to insiders.

The United States remains one of the most stable, secure, and prosperous nations in the
world. Americans should exercise caution before undermining the peripheral establishment
institutions that organically developed to help build, stabilize, and structure the national purpose.
This thesis considers why government distrust gained momentum over the last fifty years and how
it impacts society. Anti-establishment rhetoric frequently goes unchallenged. This thesis defends

the establishment.
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INTRODUCTION:
Weakened Political Institutions and the 2016 and 2020 Presidential Elections

Academic analysis of the 2016 United States presidential election often centers on the
nation’s rising political polarization. Many scholars argue that Donald Trump used contentious
rhetoric to exploit divisive issues such as immigration, gun control, and abortion.! While
polarization certainly impacted the election’s outcome, it does not fully explain why Americans
chose an inexperienced novice to occupy the nation’s most powerful position. Throughout the
2016 campaign and his presidency, Trump also capitalized on the American public’s growing

distrust of their government and its political institutions.

This thesis examines the diminished standing of three of America’s most important
establishment institutions: the press, political parties, and executive agencies. The social sciences
do not uniformly define exactly what constitutes an “institution.”” Therefore, this paper uses the
terms “political institutions” or “establishment institutions” to differentiate media, parties, and
agencies from formal institutions such as the president, legislature, and judiciary. Political
institutions operate through a less constitutional framework and developed organically over

centuries to help American citizens interact with their government and society.

Academics have extensively studied the 2016 presidential election and conducted thorough
research into explaining its results. However, few observers have viewed these data through the
lens of weakened establishment institutions. The information needed to analyze establishment
decline already exists, but little scholarship has connected the dots to demonstrate how weakened

political institutions directly led to Trump’s victory in the 2016 election and his continued impact

! Mastroianni, Adam M., and Jason Dana. "Widespread misperceptions of long-term attitude change." Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences 119, no. 11 (2022): p. 1.
2 Ondrova, Alena. “What Are Political Institutions?” WYGOP. October 12, 2020.
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on American politics. Further, this paper does not seek to present specific solutions to the issues it
identifies. Instead, it extensively focuses on the problem and explains the changes that impacted
the media, political parties, and the administrative state over the last several decades that led to

institutional decline.

Trump referred to the press as “fake news” and “the enemy of the American people.” He
labeled elected representatives who disagreed with his agenda part of the corrupt “Washington
swamp.”* Government employees that questioned his presidential authority or leaked information
represented a “deep state.” Trump convinced his supporters that officials and journalists who
criticized the administration’s “America First” platform corrupted the political process.’> On the
contrary, political institutions represent essential components of America’s government system

and were carefully advanced to check presidential authority.

The electorate cannot “Make America Great Again” by undermining and attacking the
establishment institutions that helped build the United States. Before Americans embrace an anti-
establishment agenda, they should consider how political institutions contribute to and safeguard
their system of government. The media communicates information that helps audiences understand
society and politics.’ Political parties interact with voters and candidates to organize ideas, develop

necessary reforms, and build coalitions.” Administrators form the practical end of government that

3Van Dalen, Arjen. "Rethinking Journalist—Politician Relations in the Age of Populism: How Outsider Politicians Delegitimize Mainstream
Journalists." Journalism (2019): p. 17-18.

4 Schaffar, Wolfram. "“Trust Me, | Am the One Who Will Drain the Swamp”: An Interview With Walden Bello on Fascism in the Global South."
Austrian Journal of South-East Asian Studies 11, no. 1 (2018): p. 153.

5 Finkelhor, David, Gerald T. Hotaling, and Andrea Sedlak. Missing, abducted, runaway, and thrownaway children in America: First report,
numbers and characteristics national incidence studies: Executive summary. DIANE Publishing, 1990: p. 553.

6 Tandoc Jr, Edson C., Zheng Wei Lim, and Richard Ling. "Defining ‘Fake News’ A Typology of Scholarly Definitions." Digital Journalism 6, no. 2
(2018): p. 148.

7 Issacharoff, Samuel. "Outsourcing Politics: The Hostile Takeovers of Our Hollowed Out Political Parties." Houston Law Review 54 (2017): p. 4-5.
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implements policy and mobilizes resources to assist and protect citizens.® Each serves a unique

and vital role indispensable to national stability.

Over the last several decades technological and social developments deteriorated each
political institution’s capacity. The internet democratized news, enabling amateurs to participate
in journalism without undertaking the rigorous process of verifying facts.’ This led to an explosion
of misinformation that blurred the line between truth and fiction.!” Primaries and internet
fundraising empowered outsider candidates to operate without the consolidating force of party
leadership. Candidate-centric campaigns skewed more extreme and populist while fighting the
parties they hoped to represent.!! Government distrust intensified beginning in the 1970s as many
Americans began to view government itself as a problem.!? Executive departments now face

hostility from the people they vow to serve.

Trump’s attacks on these establishment institutions climaxed in January 2021. Joe Biden,
an insider politician who worked in Washington for fifty years defeated Trump in the 2020
election. Trump disregarded the results and accused the deep state of rigging the election in Biden’s
favor.!> He organized a demonstration outside the White House on January 6, the day Congress
met to certify the electoral college results.!* While speaking at the rally, Trump raised his
corruption accusations to an existential threat, saying, “If you don’t fight like hell, you’re not going

to have a country anymore.”!®> The crowd left the rally, broke into the U.S. Capitol, and attempted

8 Wilson, Woodrow. “The Study of Administration.” Political Science Quarterly 2, no. 2 (June 1887): p. 197-198.

9 Purcell, Kristen, Lee Rainie, Amy Mitchell, Tom Rosenstiel, and Kenny Olmstead. "Understanding the Participatory News Consumer." Pew
Internet and American Life Project 1 (2010): p. 20.

10 | bid.

11 Magleby, David B., ed. Financing the 2016 Election. Brookings Institution Press, 2019: p. 13.

12 Eisenstadt, Michael. "Government is the problem: Symbolic trajectories of the contemporary conservative movement." PhD diss., University
of Kansas, 2018: p. 22.

13 Luke, Timothy W. "Democracy under threat after 2020 national elections in the USA:‘stop the steal’or ‘give more to the grifter-in-chief?’."
Educational Philosophy and Theory (2021): p. 3.

14 1bid.

15 Smith, Michael. "Trial by Combat in the Modern World." Barry L. Rev. 27 (2022): p. 73.
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to disrupt Congress’ election certification. The ensuing riot resulted in five deaths, looting, and
property destruction.!® The truth precisely opposes Trump’s assessment. An accurate analysis

would state, “If you fight these political institutions, you won’t have a country anymore.”

Weakened credibility prevented the press, political parties, and administrative agencies
from effectively countering Trump’s election rigging accusations. Trump supporters consider the
media dishonest and therefore disregarded the information it presented. Senate Minority Leader
Mitch McConnell (R-KY) and House Minority leader Kevin McCarthy (R-CA) both stated that
Biden legitimately won the election, but party leadership could not hold voters or elected
Republicans to their party-line messaging.!” Many of the state governments that control the

election process suffered from widespread government distrust.

The following chapters consider why establishment trust deteriorated and how it impacts
the United States government and its population. Each chapter unfolds in a similar manner: First,
it defines the establishment institution and considers its role in the American political system.
Second, it contrasts the establishment institution with a real-world alternative. Third, it documents
technological, political, economic, and social changes that impacted its control, efficiency, and
influence. Finally, it examines how Trump exploited the establishment’s diminished capacity to

achieve electoral success.

Chapter 1, entitled, “Blurred Lines: Identifying the Forces that Undermine Establishment
Media” examines the free press in the United States. First, it develops a usable definition of “news”
and explains journalists’ role in society. Second, it contrasts news with “fake news.” Third, it

considers how technological innovations such as the internet and portable devices changed the

16 Smith, "Trial by Combat in the Modern World,” p. 73.
17 Astor, Maggie. “Kevin McCarthy Says No One Is 'Questioning the Legitimacy' of the 2020 Election. That's Not True.” The New York Times. May
12, 2021.



way Americans interact with information and how it led to unaccountable media sources collecting
more influence over the political narrative. Finally, it describes Donald Trump’s exploitation of

the new media landscape to condemn media institutions and win the 2016 election.

Chapter 11, entitled, “Party Over: Identifying the Forces that Undermine Political Parties”
examines the diminished role of political parties in modern campaigns. First, it explains the need
for political parties in modern democratic government. Second, it contrasts party-based political
systems with populism that attacks “elite” control over party apparatus. Third, it analyzes how
twenty-first century technology and various court decisions enabled candidate-centric campaigns
to win elections while undermining the parties they hoped to represent. Finally, it considers the

Trump and Bernie Sanders strategy in light of weakened party structures in the 2016 election.

Chapter 11, entitled, “Going Deep: Identifying the Forces that Undermine Government
Administration” examines the public’s growing distrust of administrative agencies. First, it
explains why a strong state apparatus developed in the United States. Second, it uses Turkey’s
Derin Devlet to exemplify a deep state and its illegitimate authority. Third, it considers why strong
executive departments benefit modern democracy, but also investigates when bureaucracy grows
too powerful. Finally, it explains how Trump exploited government distrust to convince supporters

that a deep state actively combated his presidential goals.
Chapter I — Blurred Lines: Identifying the Forces that Undermine Establishment Media

News means the communication of facts from one party to another party.'® The American
Society of News Editors (ASNE) says journalists serve the public welfare by enabling audiences

to make judgements on issues facing their communities so they can develop into self-reliant and

18 Gelfert, "Fake News: A Definition," p. 87-88.



productive citizens.!” Responsible journalists protect freedom of speech, ensure accuracy, and
maintain impartiality while scrutinizing officials and identifying impending problems.?’

Trustworthy outlets gain credibility as authoritative sources of information that offer a range of

opinions on various political and social matters.?!

News impacts politics through agenda-setting, framing, and priming. By discussing an
issue reporters can add it to the public’s agenda. Alternately, they can ignore stories and thereby
fail to inform consumers about important matters.?> Framing considers how news organizations
talk about issues. Outlets can use positive or negative words and phrases to frame the public’s
perception of a topic.?® Priming combines agenda-setting and framing to alter the population’s

view of political candidates and parties.>*

The First Amendment Law Review defines fake news as journalistic output that appears
truthful but knowingly includes empirically verifiable false assertions.?> Fake news therefore must
1) Purposely mimic real news 2) Include provable misinformation and 3) Intentionally deceive
audiences. Legacy news outlets substantiate every factual statement reported in their publications,

even in opinion and satire.?® Failure to perform factchecking amounts to negligence and fails

19 “ASNE STATEMENT OF PRINCIPLES,” ASNE, https://members.newsleaders.org/asne-principles.

20 Gunter, Barrie, and Maria Touri. "News Blogs: Strengthening Democracy Through Conflict Prevention." In Aslib Proceedings. Emerald Group
Publishing Limited, 2009: p. 171.

21 |bid., p. 170-171.

22 lyengar, Shanto, and Adam Simon. "News Coverage of the Gulf Crisis and Public Opinion: A Study of Agenda-Setting, Priming, and Framing."
Communication Research 20, no. 3 (1993): p. 366.

2 Field, Anjalie, Doron Kliger, Shuly Wintner, Jennifer Pan, Dan Jurafsky, and Yulia Tsvetkov. "Framing and Agenda-setting in Russian News: a
Computational Analysis of Intricate Political Strategies." p. 3.

24 Severin W. J., & Tankard J. W. Uses of Mass Media. In Communication Theories: Origins, Methods, and Uses in the Mass Media (4th ed.). New
York: Longman, 1997: p. 226.

25 Calvert, Clay, and Austin Vining. "Filtering Fake News Through a Lens of Supreme Court Observations and Adages." First Amend. L. Rev. 16
(2017): p. 158-159.

26 Tandoc, Zheng, & Ling, ‘Defining ‘Fake News’ A Typology of Scholarly Definitions," p. 142-143.
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ASNE’s principles.?” Recent years have witnessed an explosion of different outlets that disregard

accuracy standards.?®

Three novel changes exacerbated this problem. First, satellites and smartphones led to
portable news consumption. Audiences now access immediate information from virtually
anywhere in the world at any time.?” Second, social media and algorithms created personalized
news. Users customize news feeds that filter information and only access stories that reinforce
their biases.>® Third, people actively participate in journalism by sharing stories with their peers
and uploading unique images and videos.’! Average citizens with no news training now drive
coverage as much as professionals. When people participate in news, they gain a stake in a story’s

perception and refuse to change their views.>?

These changes manifest in a misinformed society unable to engage in civic reasoning.** A
study by Communication Monographs found that most Americans think they can detect
misinformation but more than half believed at least one fake news story from the 2016 election
cycle.’* In the month before the election over sixty-five million Americans visited a fake news
website and over a tenth of political social media posts contained disinformation.>> Only 14 percent

of today’s grade school students can distinguish between facts and opinion.*® Since two-thirds of

27 Quandt, Thorsten, Lena Frischlich, Svenja Boberg, and Tim Schatto-Eckrodt. "Fake News." The International Encyclopedia of Journalism
Studies (2019): p. 2.

28 pariser, Eli. The Filter Bubble: How the New Personalized Web is Changing What We Read and How We Think. Penguin, 2011: p. 84.

2 pyrcell, et. al, Understanding the Participatory News Consumer," p. 20.

30 |bid.

31 |bid.

32 |bid.

33 McGrew, Sarah, Teresa Ortega, Joel Breakstone, and Sam Wineburg. "The Challenge That's Bigger than Fake News: Civic Reasoning in a Social
Media Environment." American Educator. 41, no. 3 (2017): p 7-8.

34 Walter, Nathan, and Sheila T. Murphy. "How to Unring the Bell: A Meta-Analytic Approach to Correction of Misinformation." Communication
Monographs 85, no. 3 (2018): p. 437.

35 Guess, Nyhan, and Reifler, "Selective Exposure to Misinformation: Evidence from the Consumption of Fake News During the 2016 US
Presidential Campaign,” p. 4.

36 Link, Chris, “Fighting Fake News in the Classroom - EdSurge News,” EdSurge. December 30, 2019.
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Americans consume most of their political information through social media,*’ these findings

create concerns.

In 2016 Donald Trump capitalized on the new landscape to run a campaign that demonized
mainstream media. He eschewed traditional media strategies and embraced social media to speak
directly to supporters.®® In doing so, he set his own agenda, framed stories for his benefit, and
primed opponents on his terms. Since Trump supporters distrusted establishment media, news
outlets could not effectively respond. For example, Trump claimed millions of dead people and
illegal immigrants voted in the 2016 election.>* More than half of Trump supporters believed his
assertions were “definitely” or “probably” true.”*® Trump’s communicative strategy succeeded

because technological, social, and political shifts weakened legacy media’s influence.
Chapter II — Party Over: Identifying the Forces that Undermine Political Parties

The Constitution never references political parties and many American founders feared
factions harmed society.*! But early American politicians could not accomplish much without an
organizing force.*> Policy implementation requires coalition-building and legislative bodies
without structure devolve into a ponderous stalemate. Parties help politicians refine complex ideas
through compromise and collective action. Voters then use partisanship to understand divergent

viewpoints and establish accountability.* Despite the founders’ initial reluctance, political parties

37 McGrew, et al., "The Challenge That's Bigger than Fake News: Civic Reasoning in a Social Media Environment." p. 4.

38 Smith, Jacob D. "Political Priming and Agenda Setting in Twitter for the 2016 Presidential Election." PhD diss., 2017: p. 5.

39 Holman, Mirya R., and J. Celeste Lay. "They see dead people (voting): Correcting misperceptions about voter fraud in the 2016 US presidential
election." Journal of Political Marketing 18, no. 1-2 (2019): p. 31.

40 1bid.

41 |ssacharoff, Samuel. "Outsourcing Politics: The Hostile Takeovers of Our Hollowed Out Political Parties." Houston Law Review 54 (2017): p. 4.
2 |bid., p. 11.

4 bid., p. 11-12.



formed at the genesis of the United States and today’s two-party system solidified by the end of

the Civil War.*

Historically, American political parties controlled candidates through patronage.*® Office-
seekers relied on parties for ballot access, funding, and voter outreach as party bosses directly
chose the candidates that would appear on general election ballots.*¢ In return, winning candidates
supported party policies to maintain good relations with leadership.*’ Congress eventually
developed committees to facilitate the legislative process. Committee heads blocked or
championed bills based on a representative’s standing.*® Thus, disregarding the party’s goals

jeopardized a politician’s future.

Eighteenth and early nineteenth century political parties consisted of loose state and local
coalitions. New York Democrats often held different views than South Carolina Democrats.*
Most voters primarily considered local concerns and seldom engaged with federal issues. By the
late nineteenth century railroads freely moved people and goods around North America and
nationalized the economy.’® Newspapers enjoyed wider circulation which led to higher literacy.
By the early twentieth century more Americans accessed and understood political literature.
Citizens began to express federal policy preferences and even develop opinions on matters facing

other states, which led to more homogenic party platforms.>!

4 |ssacharoff, "Outsourcing Politics: The Hostile Takeovers of Our Hollowed Out Political Parties," p. 4.

4 bid.

46 Gerber, Elisabeth R., and Rebecca B. Morton. "Primary Election Systems and Representation." Journal of Law, Economics, & Organization
(1998): p. 314.

47 1bid.

48 |ssacharoff, "Outsourcing Politics: The Hostile Takeovers of Our Hollowed out Political Parties," p. 9.

49 Schleicher, David. "The Seventeenth Amendment and Federalism in an Age of National Political Parties." Hastings LJ 65 (2013): p. 1063.
%0 Mutch, Robert E. Buying the Vote: A History of Campaign Finance Reform. Oxford University Press, 2014: p. 48.

51 Schleicher, "The Seventeenth Amendment and Federalism in an Age of National Political Parties," p. 1060.
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Better-informed citizens felt disenfranchised by party leadership and pushed government
to institute reforms. In the 1890s several states sanctioned primary elections that enabled party
voters to choose which candidates would represent their party in local, state, or national elections.>
By 1915 more than half of states followed suit and by 1972 both major parties embraced primaries
or caucuses nationwide.>® Primaries changed the political landscape since candidates needed to
court primary voters instead of party leaders. However, primary turnout remains low and those
who participate disproportionately consist of activists and single-issue voters.>* Therefore,

primaries tilted candidates to the extreme ends of the political spectrum.

Two changes to campaign finance further diminished party power. First, a series of
Supreme Court decisions struck down laws requiring donation limits and disclosure.>® Second, the
internet facilitated a large number of small donors to contribute directly to campaigns.>® These
developments freed candidates from party funding and enabled them to solicit donations for their
own sake. Both large and small donors skew more radical than primary voters. With this new
funding structure, campaigns began to abide by donors’ activist desires rather than party

leadership’s moderate policies.>’

Historically, party leaders blunted extremist candidates by denying them patronage. Today,
primaries and self-funding allow outsiders to control their own campaigns.’® Incumbents

increasingly face difficult primary challenges from radicals who run against party establishment

52 |ssacharoff, "Outsourcing Politics: The Hostile Takeovers of Our Hollowed out Political Parties," p. 28.

53 bid.

54 Wihbey, John, and Denise-Marie Ordway. “Voter Participation in Presidential Primaries.” The Journalist's Resource. December 5, 2020.
55 Boatright, Robert G., Michael J. Malbin, and Brendan Glavin. "Independent expenditures in congressional primaries after Citizens United:
Implications for interest groups, incumbents and political parties." Interest Groups & Advocacy 5, no. 2 (2016): p. 124.

56 Magleby, David B. Financing the 2012 Election. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2014: p. 91.

57 Issacharoff, "Outsourcing Politics: The Hostile Takeovers of Our Hollowed out Political Parties," p. 16.

8 Neider, Madeleine. "Trump, Twitter and the Death of the American Political Party: A Discussion of the Fate of the American Party System
Before, During, and After the Presidential Election of 2016." (2017): p. 54.
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and attack Washington’s political processes.’® In noncompetitive districts, officeholders encounter
more strident competition during the primary than the general election.®® Even when centrist
incumbents win, their challengers force them to move towards the fringe of the political spectrum.

As a result, Americans increasingly choose between two polarizing candidates.!

In 2016 Donald Trump and Bernie Sanders’ self-funding and organization models appealed
to populist voters who historically disassociated with major parties. Trump ran for president as a
Republican even though he changed his political affiliation at least five times and admittedly
supported Democrats and Republicans equally throughout his business career.%> Sanders ran as a
Democrat despite never belonging to the party during forty years of government service.% Those
who voted for Trump or Sanders varied across age, ethnic, and religious demographics. The
strongest indicator for supporting either candidate centered on government distrust.* Trump
overtook the Republican Party. Sanders lost to establishment candidate Hillary Clinton, but his
influence continued into the general election. Both succeeded because of changes that weakened

party leadership’s ability to control their own processes.
Chapter I1I: Going Deep: Identifying the Forces that Undermine Government Admin.

“State” remains a somewhat ambiguous term but studying the United States founding
documents helps draft a definition. The Declaration of Independence explains America’s

philosophy but does not create a legal system to protect its ideals. In 1777 delegates from the

%9 Neider, "Trump, Twitter and the Death of the American Political Party: A Discussion of the Fate of the American Party System Before, During,
and After the Presidential Election of 2016," p. 54.

60 Steger, "Do Primary Voters Draw from a Stacked Deck? Presidential Nominations in an Era of Candidate-Centered Campaigns." Presidential
Studies Quarterly 30, no. 4 (2000): p. 730.

61 Boatright, et al., Independent expenditures in congressional primaries after Citizens United: Implications for interest groups, incumbents and
political parties," p. 126.

62 Goertzel, "Protest Cycles in the United States: From the Tea Party and Occupy Wall Street to Sanders and Trump," p. 184.

63 Schjgnberg, Inger-Marie. "My heart is in Burlington: the US Socialist Senator: A Biographical Analysis on Bernard ‘Bernie’ Sanders and his
Road to the US Senate 2006." Master's Thesis, 2010: p. 60.

64 Dyck, Joshua J., Shanna Pearson-Merkowitz, and Michael Coates. "Primary Distrust: Political Distrust and Support for the Insurgent
Candidacies of Donald Trump and Bernie Sanders in the 2016 Primary." PS: Political Science & Politics 51, no. 2 (2018): p. 352.
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colonies attempted to create American government when drafting The Articles of Confederation.®
Since the colonists feared centralized authority, they designed a weak federal government unable
to collect taxes, mobilize the army, or regulate commerce.®® This proved so ineffective that
delegates met again in 1787 develop the United States Constitution which featured much stronger

institutions.®” The Constitution remains America’s principal legal document today.

The failure of the Articles of Confederation and the strength and durability of the
Constitution exemplify state necessity. A state is an official framework under which to organize
government and society. States create legal government institutions that employ officials beholden
to consistent law.%® These institutions deliver citizens collective security, justice, and prosperity.
Democratic states hold elected representatives accountable to voters to ensure sovereignty and

protect against tyranny.69

In order to enjoy the state’s protection, citizens must carry out certain obligations. When
people pay taxes, they buy into their government and earn the right to participate in decision-
making.” The public needs to remain informed in order to make intelligent choices in elections.”!
Further, people must respect government decisions they disagree with. Ignoring or fighting against

electoral, judicial, or legislative results undermines the citizen-state relationship.”?

The term “deep state” derives from its Turkish counterpart “Derin Devlet.””® Derin Devlet

(literally Turkish for “deep state”) refers to a secret group of Turkish soldiers that worked with the

5 McLaughlin, Andrew Cunningham. The Confederation and the Constitution, 1783-1789. Vol. 10. Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1905: p. 179.
6 Smith, Douglas G. "An Analysis of Two Federal Structures: The Articles of Confederation and the Constitution." San Diego L. Rev. 34 (1997): p.
263.

57 Smith, "An Analysis of Two Federal Structures: The Articles of Confederation and the Constitution," p. 263.

58 Dumouchel, Paul. "Political violence and democracy." RitsIILCS_23. 4pp (2012): p. 121.

59 |bid.

0 Lister, Ruth, Noel Smith, Sue Middleton, and Lynne Cox. "Young people talk about citizenship: Empirical perspectives on theoretical and
political debates." Citizenship studies 7, no. 2 (2003): p. 238.

7 |bid., p. 242.

72 Lincoln, Abraham. “Speech on the Dred Scott Decision.” Teaching American History. June 26, 1857.

73 Filkins, Dexter. "The Deep State." The New Yorker 12 (2012): p. 40.
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United States Department of Defense to combat Soviet aggression in the Middle East.”* It carried
out covert operations without the knowledge of even high-ranking government officials and held
no legal authority nor accountability from democratic forces.” Instead of taxpayer funding, it
raised revenue through illegal actions such as drug trafficking.”® This example helps define the
deep state. Legitimate government officials operate through legal, formal, transparent institutions.

Deep state bureaucrats operate through illegal, informal, secret organizations.’’

The presence of strong administrators that differ with elected leaders does not always
implicate deep state activity. In fact, administrators help check government corruption. Modern
democracy depends on expert bureaucrats to enact policy and implement reforms.’® Administrators
often work in their roles for years or decades and add stability to the executive branch.” Because
of their expertise, bureaucrats can inform elected representatives about complicated subjects.®
Moreover, executive officials can identify when politicians pursue illegal or corrupt policies.®! The
ability to hold leaders accountable proves vital in a country as large as the United States. What

Trump and his supporters call “the deep state” should simply be called “the state.”?

Government distrust exploded in the 1970s but reached record levels in the last decade. A
2020 Ipsos/NPR poll found that nearly 40 percent of Americans and more than half of Republicans
believed an American “deep state” tried to prevent Trump from accomplishing his goals.

Mainstream Republicans like Senators Ted Cruz and Josh Hawley continue to engage in this sort

74 Soyler, Mehtap. "Informal institutions, forms of state and democracy: the Turkish deep state." Democratization 20, no. 2 (2013): p. 316.
75 1bid.

76 Filkins, "The Deep State,” p. 45.

77 Soyler, "Informal institutions, forms of state and democracy: the Turkish deep state,": p. 311.

78 Michaels, Jon D. "The American deep state." Notre Dame L. Rev. 93 (2017): p. 1664.

9 bid., p. 1668.

80 1bid.

81 1bid.

82 bid., p. 1655.

83 Newall, Malloroy. “More than 1 in 3 Americans believe a ‘deep state’ is working to undermine Trump.” IPSOS. December 30, 2020
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of conspiracy rhetoric.®* Rightwing news outlets push the deep state narrative, which further
entrenches Trump supporters into antiestablishment views.*> In doing so, they undermine
important executive departments. Elected leaders should face some administrative pushback from
policy experts. When the public distrusts those administrators they cannot provide their necessary
check on executive power. The divide between Americans and their executive institution threatens

to further diminish the citizen-state relationship.
Conclusion

The concluding chapter applies these ideas to two recent events to demonstrate how

weakened establishment institutions negatively impact society.

Combating a public health crisis like COVID-19 requires strong leadership and robust
political institutions. Media should communicate information to the public, political leaders need
to develop comprehensive policy, and administrators must immediately mobilize resources.
Growing skepticism towards establishment institutions prevented the United States government

from successfully coordinating a sufficient plan to mitigate the pandemic’s impact.

Further, people who trust establishment institutions fare better when dealing with
devastating events like pandemics for two reasons.® First, those who trust establishment advice
are more likely to follow their recommendations.®” Second, trust in political institutions benefits a
person’s mental well-being.®® In Denmark, a strong citizen-state relationship enabled Danish

political institutions to act quickly and effectively while citizens mostly followed their medical
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establishment’s guidelines.®® Moreover, conspiracy theories commonly reported in American

media are virtually nonexistent in the Danish press.”

Election corruption allegations exposed voter distrust in their government. The American
founders created the electoral college to limit corruption in presidential elections. This federalist
system significantly reduces the likelihood of widespread voter fraud since states control their own
electoral processes and assign electors as they choose.”’ Voter fraud on a the level that could
impact a president election would need to occur in thousands of different localities run by

thousands of election officials.”?

Still, many Republicans continue to assert the 2020 election suffered from a lack of
security, with some even accusing a deep state of effectively rigging the election. Vote rigging
allegations without evidence severely undermine democracy and add to political institution
distrust.”* Even those who do not believe an individual election was rigged become less confident
in elections generally.”* If people generally trusted their establishment institutions to adequately

secure elections, they would not become so susceptible to these allegations.
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CHAPTER I: BLURRED LINES
Identifying the Forces that Undermine Establishment Media

Abstract

The American founders considered journalism important enough to enshrine its protection in the
Constitution’s First Amendment. In the twenty-first century, antagonistic political movements
increasingly demonize establishment media organizations while elevating independent, partisan,
and often inaccurate news outlets. This chapter analyzes the rise of alternative media and its impact
on American society by differentiating its output from establishment journalism. New technology
empowers nonprofessional journalists to undermine trusted sources of information. These new
sources push misinformation to wide audiences, resulting in Americans holding extreme views
detached from reality. A citizenry ill-equipped to understand their government cannot effectively
participate in democracy or engage in civic reasoning. Legacy media works hard to preserve truth
and accuracy, while social media blurs the line between truth and fiction.

Introduction

During the 2016 United States presidential election, Republican nominee Donald Trump
branded American media “the fake news” and “the enemy of the American people” while
encouraging his supporters to perpetuate those ideas.” Post-election surveys revealed nearly half
of Americans found Trump more trustworthy than mainstream news outlets.”® The other half
believed Trump used the term “fake news” to eschew negative coverage.”’ These developments
led The Oxford Dictionary to choose “post-truth” as its 2016 Word of the Year, defined as a system

where, “Objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion.””®

It should alarm Americans when the president calls the free press, “the enemy of the
people,” and the dictionary defines the modern era as “post-truth.” The founders considered

journalism a critical element of the American ethos. The First Amendment separately identifies
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freedom of speech and freedom of the press to protect both spoken and written dialogue.”
Reporting even helped catalyze the American Revolution through Thomas Paine’s pamphlet
Common Sense.'”® Benjamin Franklin called Paine’s words more influential than military force'®!

and George Washington used the pamphlet to boost soldiers’ morale.!*?

Misinformation disseminated from political campaigns since the dawn of the country,!*
but twenty-first century technology adds novel developments to the fake news problem. Americans
increasingly use social media as their primary source of political information while spreading
stories that reinforce their opinions and disregarding those that offer counterarguments.'®*
Furthermore, the extreme disparity between how Republicans and Democrats respond to Trump’s

media attacks threatens to deepen political divisions.

On the other hand, those in power have spread disinformation for centuries.'® American
history is wrought with widespread belief in mistruths, from the Colonial Era’s Salem Witch Trials
to scientific defenses of racial segregation.!% Politicians from Andrew Jackson to Richard Nixon
held adversarial relationships with the media.'” Today, the internet offers a vehicle to factcheck

information and investigate the credibility of news reports from various viewpoints.!%
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Donald Trump’s 2016 presidential campaign took advantage of technological
developments to set a public agenda and frame stories for his benefit. The internet allowed the
Trump campaign to circumvent legacy media and present a personalized version of news to
supporters. Does Trump’s strategy in the 2016 election represent a watershed event that
permanently blurs the lines between truth and fiction? Or perhaps fake news in 2016 symbolizes
the latest incarnation of a centuries-old problem. What, if anything, made the relationship between

misinformation, politicians, and American citizens unique during the election cycle?

To answer these questions, this paper examines how fake news and contemporary
technology distinguished 2016 from previous elections. First, it specifies a usable definition of
fake news. Second, it examines how unique aspects of modern technology led to a portable,
personalized, and participatory media landscape. Third, it investigates how increased
disinformation pollutes the judgement of news consumers. It concludes by exploring President

Trump’s 2016 campaign and its interactions with these new developments.
Fake News Defined

No universally agreed-upon definition of “fake news” exists.!” The concept predates
America’s founding, yet its meaning has fluctuated in the last several years.'!” Deciphering a

working definition of “fake news” first necessitates a definition of “news.”

111

News means the communication of facts from one party to another party " or simply the

output of journalism."'? The American Society of News Editors (ASNE) provides insight into how
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journalists view themselves by stating its principles clearly on its website. ASNE says journalists,
“Serve the general welfare by informing the people and enabling them to make judgments on the
issues of the time.”'!"® Their principles include a responsibility to protect freedom of the press,
uphold standards of truth and accuracy, avoid conflicts of interest, and maintain impartiality and
fair play.''* Adherence to these principles enables journalists to help people understand their

society and develop into free, safe, self-reliant, and productive citizens.!!>

As news outlets develop trust with audiences, they gain credibility as authoritative sources
of accurate information.!!¢ In free democracies journalists inform the public of their government’s
actions by scrutinizing officials, exposing corruption, and identifying impending problems.!'!”
Good journalists offer a range of opinions about matters facing the community!!® to accelerate

necessary reforms and prevent foreseeable conflicts from materializing.'!”

While these idealized versions of news standards bear value, journalists inevitably insert
subjective elements into their reporting. Decisions involving what stories to cover or ignore and
what details to incorporate or omit can leave consumers underinformed.'?° Furthermore, news
media has expanded into a multi-billion dollar business, causing market forces to impact its
behavior.!?! Large news organizations sometimes make decisions based on profits, ratings, and the

needs of their investors, advertisers, and shareholders.'?
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Americans frequently use “fake news” as a catch-all term for everything from satire to
opinion journalism,'?? but a useful description requires more specificity. Reporting impacted by
markets or human bias does not necessarily implicate news as fake. The First Amendment Law

Review proposes the following definition:

“(Output) that suggest(s), by both (its) appearance and content, the conveyance of
real news, but also knowingly include(s) at least one material factual assertion that
is empirically verifiable as false and that is not otherwise protected by the fair report
privilege.”!?* (Calvert & Vining, 2017)

The European Commission further characterizes fake news as containing an element of
“intentional disinformation.”'? Thus, fake news requires a purposeful attempt to mimic real news.
The noun “news” exerts equal relevance as the adjective “fake.”!?® Satire and parody include
implicit understandings between the creator and the audience and lack the intentional deception

component needed to qualify.'?’

Fabrication formulates another characteristic of fake news.!?® Fabrications contain
falsifiable disinformation'® defined as “provably incorrect statements masquerading as facts.”!°
Opinion journalism frequently fails to meet this criteria.!*' Large news agencies clearly identify

creators of opinion pieces as directly accountable for the views expressed.!*? Still, legacy news

outlets thoroughly vet opinion journalism to ensure the veracity of falsifiable facts.!*® Failure to
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perform the diligence needed to verify accuracy falls short of ASNE’s principles. Such negligence

misleads consumers by adding or omitting key details in its reporting.'3*

The sum of these concepts provides the definition of fake news this paper uses. Fake news
must 1) Contain provable mistruths 2) Disguise itself as real news and 3) Intentionally or

negligently deceive the audience.
The Internet’s Impact

The amount and diversity of political news a person consumes correlates with his or her
political interest.!*> Those most interested in politics engage with more political news more
frequently from a greater variety of sources.'*® Yet the tools used by Americans to absorb news

remain similar regardless of their political interest or partisan leanings. '’

Modern technology has developed three characteristics unique to twenty-first century news
consumption. News has become portable, meaning users can access it from virtually anywhere in
the world at any time of day.!* It has become personalized, where users customize homepages
and follow social media accounts that offer stories most likely to spark their interest.!* Finally,
news has become participatory, where nonprofessional news consumers actively share stories and

contribute to journalistic output.'*’
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Smartphone technology allows for portable news, granting instantaneous access to real-
time information from anywhere in the world. In 2010, about a third of Americans consumed
political news on mobile devices.'"*! In 2015, mobile devices accounted for half of the time
Americans spent with digital political media.!** By 2018 almost three-quarters of all digital news
consumption occurred on those same devices.'* In less than eight years, portable news developed

from a novelty to a conventional aspect of American life.

People generally use mobile devices in otherwise unoccupied parts of their day'** leading
to short-bursts of engagement instead of sustained periods of immersive study.!* Headlines and
graphic banners impact the perception of a story more than any other element of reporting.'*® When
presented with the exact same information under different headlines, about a fifth of respondents
interpreted the information differently.'*” Subsequently, those reading or watching news through

mobile platforms often fail to comprehend the full substance of a story or retain its information.'*3

The internet, mobile technology and social media have also led to personalized news. In
the middle of the twentieth century, Americans had fewer options from which to collect national
political information. Therefore, more people consumed the same content from the same
sources.'*’ By 2015 millions of news articles and blog posts, hundreds of millions of social media

posts, and billions of emails were uploaded through electronic devices every day.'*°
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Users customize homepages and social media accounts to cipher through an increasing
volume of online information.!®! Internet search engines and social media sites further employ
information filtering to recommend content based on browsing history and purchasing habits.'*?
Unless a person actively searches for information that counters their political beliefs they usually
consume news through filters that reinforce their opinions.!>* This breaks from the uniform nature
of television and newspaper journalism in the recent past when most Americans consumed general

information from a few sources.

The ability for average citizens to participate in reporting represents the third unique
development of twenty-first century political media. Americans’ trust in mainstream news outlets
diminished over the past several decades as political participation migrated to the internet.!>*
Simultaneously, trust in “citizen journalists” — average citizens who create and upload content to

internet sites and social media accounts — has steadily risen.!>

Citizen journalism benefits audiences by offering new perspectives and otherwise
uncapturable images and video. On the other hand, the internet requires a lower cost of entry for
new competitors who feel less pressure to adhere to the journalistic principles regarded by
ASNE." Much of the information shared on social media does not undergo the thorough
verification required by traditional news agencies.!>’ Furthermore, when a person reports or shares

a story, it alters their perception of its importance and gives them a stake in its outcome.'*®
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Those injured by inaccurate reporting possess a path for recourse against legacy news
outlets. For example, in January 2019 two opposing political rallies in Washington, D.C. resulted
in a confrontation between a Native American activist and a teenage Donald Trump supporter.'*’
Several outlets such as CNN and The Washington Post reported the teen initiated the altercation
through racially charged language.'®® But later-developing facts confirmed the Native American
activist started the conflict and race did not enter into the conversation.'®" The teen sued outlets

that misreported the story and received millions of dollars in damages.'6?

Alternatively, in the lead-up to the 2016 United States presidential election a scandal
alleged the Democratic National Committee (DNC) operated an illegal sex trafficking ring out of
a pizza parlor in Washington, D.C.!%* The story resulted from a 2016 Wikileaks document dump
that publicized thousands of internal DNC emails from hacked computer servers.'®* Anonymous
message board users believed they uncovered “codewords” connecting the scandal to Democratic
figures such as Hillary Clinton and John Podesta.!%> Most traditional news outlets largely ignored

the story other than occasionally debunking its validity.'

Legacy news organizations pay a hefty price for making factual reporting errors, but
Hillary Clinton and John Podesta had no recourse against citizen journalists spreading mistruths

that damaged their public image. The speed and scope of the internet make it impossible to confirm
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the original sources of certain stories.'®” Further, sharing news on social media implicitly endorses

its information or ideas, but the sharing party rarely possesses legal culpability.'®
Polluting the Information Environment

A proper definition of fake news required a proper definition of news. Likewise,
understanding fake news’ impact requires an understanding of the news media’s impact. Three
ways the media influences the public’s perception of news stories include: agenda-setting, where
coverage of an issue elevates its importance in the mind of the public;'®° framing, which determines
how stories are covered;!”® and priming, which combines agenda setting and framing to alter the

way audiences view political candidates.

News often impacts society through agenda-setting. By deciding what stories to cover or
ignore the media alerts or fails to alert the public to political issues.!”! People believe the
importance of widely reported fake news stories even if they do not believe any of the specific
disinformation.'”? Furthermore, the relationship between agenda-setting and public consciousness
occurs unidirectionally. While media attention usually leads to more public concern about an issue,

more public concern does not always lead to more media attention.!”

Framing involves how the media covers stories and influences audience viewpoints. The

news frames issues by highlighting certain aspects of a story or focusing on specific arguments.'”*
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A study of news network transcripts in the first several months of the 2003 Iraq War demonstrates
framing’s impact. Conservative cable channel Fox News used pro-war phrases such as “sacrificing
for others” in their graphic banners or in the body of the story almost 70 percent of the time.!”
They used anti-war phrases such as “needless suffering of civilians” in about 30 percent of those

same stories.!”®

Conversely, more liberal networks like ABC, CBS and NBC used pro-war phrases in about
60 percent of their broadcasts and anti-war phrases in about 40 percent.!”” As a result, network
news viewers opposed the war in Iraq more frequently than Fox News viewers.!”® Those
predisposed to supporting the war increasingly changed their habits to watch Fox News and vice
versa.!” Since portability causes Americans to spend less time considering a story’s substance,

partisan framing presents challenges to public discourse.

Priming uses agenda-setting and framing to alter the methodology voters use to evaluate
political candidates.!®® Most candidate-specific information gets communicated to voters through
news outlets rather than directly from the candidate or their campaign.'®! Priming allows the media
to connect individual politicians to positive, negative, or neutral reporting. Once voters connect a

candidate to an idea it subconsciously alters their thoughts about that candidate.'®?
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For instance, same-sex marriage evolved into a central issue in the 2004 political agenda.!®3
Americans generally disfavored same-sex marriage, especially in 2004 swing states.!3* Both
President Bush and Democratic challenger John Kerry consistently opposed same-sex marriage
throughout the 2004 campaign.'®> Nevertheless, the news media framed the issue as a Democratic
versus Republican battle, with Democrats largely favoring same-sex marriage.!® Exit polling
revealed voters linked John Kerry with pro-same-sex marriage positions which caused undecided
voters disfavoring the practice to break in favor of Bush.!®” Even though Kerry and Bush

communicated similar messaging on the issue, media priming lost Kerry crucial votes.

About sixty-five million Americans — over 27 percent of the population — visited a fake
news website in the month before the 2016 election.!®® When media outlets debunk fake news,
only a quarter of those who consumed the original story become aware of factchecking.'® Just 45
percent of that group trust fact-checkers as much as the original source.!”® News stories that
reinforce a person’s views strengthen their beliefs while counterevidence rarely sways them to
change their mind.'! Underinformed citizens can educate themselves to eventually reach informed
conclusions, but misinformed citizens stubbornly hold onto inaccurate beliefs despite

counterevidence.'*?
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2016 political campaigns used the internet as their primary means of fundraising and
communicating with supporters.'>> Several campaigns exploited social media and internet forums
as marketplaces for strategic communications by testing ideas and gaging their reception.'”*
Anonymous campaign conduits calling themselves “entertainers” posted policy proposals, ideas
or scandalous misinformation online and analyzed how audiences responded.'®> Traditional
audience reaction studies required investments into focus groups or scientific polling. In 2016 it

only required an internet connection.

Unlike focus groups, this method of message testing results in fake news spreading beyond
the participants of individual studies. When disinformation spreads rapidly online it becomes
difficult to rescind, leading to information pollution.'”® Information pollution involves spreading
fake news to pollute the overall data available to audiences.'®” In 2016, 65 percent of American
voters said contradictory stories they encountered online confused their analysis of current
events.!”® 84 percent of Americans trust they can detect fake news, but polling indicates over half
of the public believed at least one fake news story during the 2016 election.!” 23 percent of
respondents in a 2019 survey admitted to knowingly spreading misinformation to benefit their

preferred candidate or party.?*

Digital journalists concurrently produce content for multiple platforms as news agencies

demand reporters create shorter pieces to appeal to mass audiences.?”! Since online revenue

193 persily, Nathaniel. "The 2016 US Election: Can Democracy Survive the Internet?." Journal of Democracy 28, no. 2 (2017): p. 66.

194 |bid., p. 66-67.

195 1bid.

1% Wardle, Claire, and Hossein Derakhshan. "Information Disorder: Toward an Interdisciplinary Framework for Research and Policy Making."
Council of Europe Report 27 (2017): p. 10.

97 1bid., p. 37.

198 |reton, Cherilyn, and Julie Posetti. Journalism, fake news & disinformation: handbook for journalism education and training. UNESCO
Publishing, 2018. p. 7.

199 Walter, Nathan, and Sheila T. Murphy. "How to Unring the Bell: A Meta-Analytic Approach to Correction of Misinformation." Communication
Monographs 85, no. 3 (2018): p. 437.

200 | evi, Lili. "Real fake news and fake fake news." First Amend. L. Rev. 16 (2017): p. 257.

201 |reton et al, Journalism, fake news & disinformation: handbook for journalism education and training, p. 58.

28



generates from individual website visits regardless of the amount of time spent with the source,
brief reports lead to more revenue than longer, more in-depth analysis.?? Furthermore, the twenty-
four-hour news cycle of the early 2000s dwindled into a six-hour news cycle by 2016.2%* Stories
published earlier in the day often prove irrelevant by the evening.?** Therefore, many major news
outlets push their newsrooms to publish a new story every ten minutes.?”> Since the increased
number of media actors has politically, economically, and structurally fragmented the press, the

news media struggles to collectively respond to fake news.2%

When the line between truth and fiction blurs, it threatens citizens’ ability to engage in
civic reasoning.*®’ Just 14 percent of today’s American grade school students can properly
distinguish between facts and opinions in video and print media.?*® Further complicating matters,

about 15 of the population recollected seeing placebo fake news headlines in the 2016 election.?%

210

When two-thirds of Americans consume most of their news through social media®'” these findings

demonstrate a cause for concern.

Agenda-setting, framing, and priming also play a role in political polarization.?!! The past
two decades have seen an exponential increase in internet-based partisan news outlets.?'? Overtly

partisan news agencies purposely ignore or overreport sensationalized scandals in an attempt to
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add them to the national agenda.’!® Partisan reporting frames hard numbers concerning the
economy or crime differently when their party is in power, causing Americans to develop different
opinions on the same information.?'* Democrats and Republicans are both 15 percent more likely
to read a story if the headline aligns with their ideological beliefs, and more likely to share the
story if the information benefits their political perspective.?!> The resulting homogenous media

diet entrenches people into partisanship and reduces tolerance for alternative views.?!¢

New Media in 2016

Trump rose to political prominence several years before running for office by questioning
President Barack Obama’s American citizenship.?!” In April 2011 Trump appeared on news
programs and talk shows to challenge Obama to publicly display his birth certificate.?'® A March
2011 poll revealed that 72 percent of Americans believed Obama was born in the United States.?!
After Trump’s media assault only 58 percent of respondents believed Obama was born in
America.??® Among Republicans, the number diminished from 52 percent in March 2011 to 36

percent in April 2011.2%!

Trump primed Obama as an inauthentic American unfit to serve as president by putting his
citizenship on the agenda and framing the issue to imply Obama hid the location of his birth.

Obama eventually exhibited his birth certificate in April 2011.2?? In May 77 percent of Americans
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and 72 percent of Republicans believed Obama was born in the United States,??* but by January
2012 only 60 percent of Americans and 30 percent of Republicans still trusted his citizenship.?**
Trump’s priming lasted longer in the public’s mind than Obama’s official documentation,

particularly among those predisposed to disfavoring Obama.

These actions foreshadowed Trump’s campaign strategy. He utilized Twitter to frame
issues with the exact phraseology at the exact time of day that suited him which diminished third
party ability to dilute or misrepresent his message.’*> Because of the six-hour news cycle, Twitter
thwarted any need to rely on television news schedules. He consistently and aggressively primed
political opponents by branding them with nicknames emphasizing their perceived weaknesses.*
Jeb Bush’s lack of energy led to the nickname “Low-energy Jeb.”??’ Ted Cruz became “Lyin’
Ted,” a caricature of the robotic inside the beltway politician.??® Marco Rubio gained success as a
fresh-faced young candidate, so Trump facilitated the image of “Little Marco™: the little brother
not ready for prime time.??* Hillary Clinton’s nickname “Crooked Hillary” connected her to

numerous political scandals.**°

In 2016 the number of Facebook, Twitter and Instagram users linked to a candidate’s
accounts reliably predicted how that candidate would perform before each primary contest and in

the general election.?®! Higher traffic for candidates on social media resulted in higher candidate-
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specific voter turnout, particularly among younger voters.?*? Trump held an early and consistent
lead over all his opponents in social media connections from the time he announced his candidacy

t.233 Moreover, repetition was crucial to the success of Trump’s branding.?**

until election nigh
Social media enabled supporters to constantly repeat and perpetuate the nicknames of Trump’s
opponents.?*> Users shared Tweets attacking other candidates more than anything else Trump

posted.?*® Throughout 2016 increased Twitter traffic led to increased poll numbers while decreased

Twitter traffic led to decreased poll numbers.?*’

Trump’s social media accounts posted less frequently but more effectively than his
opponents. Hillary Clinton posted three-hundred-eighteen times on Facebook and averaged
twenty-seven Tweets a day between securing the Democratic nomination and the election.?*8
Trump posted two-hundred-sixty-seven times and averaged eleven Tweets a day during that same
period.?* The Clinton campaign sent over 70 percent of its official Tweets through Tweetdeck, an
application allowing her staff to initiate her messages.?*® Conversely, Trump never used

Tweetdeck nor allowed anyone to Tweet on his behalf.?*!

Though one in four Americans visited a fake news site in the two weeks before the 2016

election, not everybody visited them in the same capacity.?** Over 40 percent of Trump voters
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visited a fake news site in the leadup to the election, compared to only 15 percent of Clinton
voters.?* 60 percent of visits to fake news websites in 2016 came from the 10 percent of Americans
likeliest to consume partisan conservative news.>** The five months preceding the 2016 election
saw one-hundred-seventy million Tweets about politics.>* One tenth of all political Tweets

contained some level of disinformation, and over 5 percent provided direct links to fake news.?*¢

Trump’s supporters overtook the Republican narrative in 2016 by impacting the way
conservative outlets covered politics. Stories on Twitter shared by Clinton supporters
overwhelmingly followed published reports by left-leaning or center-leaning websites.?*’
Alternately, professional journalists of right-leaning outlets frequently followed the online activity
of Trump supporters.>*® Reports from unverified or even removed and/or deleted Twitter accounts
predicated activity from right-leaning news outlets such as Breitbart or The Drudge Report*¥

Leftwing media pushed the liberal political narrative to Democratic voters, but rightwing media

often followed the information pushed by Trump supporters.

The Trump campaign also used a strategy of attacking source credibility by labeling all
news outlets that criticized him “fake news” while rarely providing specific evidence to validate
those claims.?*° The strategy correlates to a cross-examination in a criminal trial. Instead of arguing

against the evidence, the fake news label attacks the credibility of the source of the evidence. When
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Trump branded news outlets “fake news,” it significantly reduced trust in mainstream media

amongst Trump supporters but had virtually no impact on the opinions of Clinton Supporters.?>!

Though other presidents held combative relationships with the media, none ever
disregarded normative standards of presidential behavior.>>?> Trump publicly and consistently
attacked individual reporters and organizations.?>> He denied credentials to outlets that reported
unflattering stories about him and refused to take questions from reporters he disfavors.?** Previous
presidents faced electoral consequences for attacking the media, but Trump’s strategy unified his
base.?>® Three-quarters of Republicans believe the news media completely fabricates stories and a
third believe the press purposely tries to prevent Trump from achieving his goals.?*® Perhaps most
damaging, a quarter of all Americans and a majority of Trump supporters endorse the right of a

president to impose limitations on the freedom of the press.?’

Source credibility usurps the power of agenda-setting, framing, and priming. Those who
view Trump as a credible source of information support his media attacks despite the veracity of
evidence.?® Since the national press has little credibility amongst Trump supporters it cannot
effectively rebuke his criticisms. For example, before the 2016 election, Trump asserted dead
people and illegal immigrants would vote in huge numbers.?>” He repeated this claim after winning

the election by saying voter fraud cost him states he should have won.?*” Peter Francia estimated
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that these tactics allowed Trump to gain over $5 billion in free exposure.?S! As a result, more than
half of Republicans and over a third of Democrats believed it “definitely” or “probably” true that
“millions of illegal immigrants” voted in 2016.2%? Before social media, perpetuating similar ideas
would have cost millions of dollars in ad spending and campaign stops.?®* In 2016, Trump merely

needed to press “send” on a Tweet.
Conclusion: Alternative Facts

Two days after President Trump took the oath of office to become the forty-fifth President
of the United States, his advisor Kellyanne Conway appeared on NBC’s Meet the Press. Host
Chuck Todd asked Conway why so many of the answers given by White House Press Secretary
Sean Spicer amounted to, “provable falsehoods.” Conway replied that Spicer did not lie, but stated,
“alternative facts.”?** Alternative facts existed in American politics for centuries, but politicians
rarely felt comfortable openly and directly making such statements. For the public to accept the
existence of alternative facts, an administration must demonize the media, pollute the information

pipeline, and have access to methods that spread competing information quickly.

Franklin Roosevelt utilized radio to communicate with Americans through his Fireside
Chats while John F. Kennedy and Ronald Reagan developed television personalities. Trump’s
success in 2016 continues to prove that politicians can and must use new technology to
communicate with voters. But television and radio remained one-way methods of communication.

Propagating information on those mediums required access, resources, and professional reporters
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accountable to the standards of journalistic practice. Today, political information can come from

anyone, anywhere, at any time.

Donald Trump used available technology to circumvent the media and demonize
professional journalists among half of the country. When the media loses credibility, it cannot
effectively reply to disinformation. A portable, personalized, participatory landscape gave Trump
the power to set the agenda, frame the issues, and prime his political opponents without relying on
legacy news outlets. By simply posting on a social media site or saying something controversial,
Trump managed to pollute the data available for mass consumption. In previous eras these tasks
required teams of publicists, staffers, journalists, and workers to plan and proactively fight on
behalf of an administration. Today, supporters willing to retweet a message form a free publicity

machine.

Widespread fake news threatens more than individual actors or individual stories, it
impacts the public agenda and alters citizens’ ability to engage in civic reasoning. An increasing
share of the voting-age public cannot separate truth from fiction or opinion from fact. More
Americans cannot remember if a headline from the previous election was real or fabricated. When
people lose grasp on reality, they lose the ability to make informed decisions on important issues

facing their community and their country.

Americans have always relied on the media to inform them about important issues while
upholding standards of truth and accuracy. As the power balance shifts from professional
journalists to unaccountable citizen journalists, newsgathering and reporting suffer. With digital
media developing into the primary means of communication amongst Americans who consume

most of their news through mobile devices, context and detail increasingly evaporate. When
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information spread around the country proves false, those injured by inaccurate reporting have no

ability to hold those spreading misinformation accountable.

The Framers guaranteed a freedom of the press because they understood its importance.
The online generation must figure out how to protect that freedom while upholding the standards
of truth and accuracy. The internet entirely changed the scope and scale of political journalism
over the last twenty years. Like radio and television, these new platforms present both exciting and

frightening developments.

Author Ralph Keys once wrote, “It ain’t so much the things we don’t know that get us into
trouble. It’s the things we know that just ain’t so.”?% This quote summarizes the problem with
fake news. Not knowing enough is far less dangerous than believing provably untrue narratives.
2016 may represent a landmark event that permanently blurs the lines separating truth and fiction.
The first step in preventing misinformation from overtaking journalism is understanding how and

why it became so prominent.
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CHAPTER II: PARTY OVER

Identifying the Forces that Undermine Political Parties

Abstract

Government depends on political parties to organize, communicate, and implement policy. Parties
organically developed in American politics out of necessity and helped stabilize the nation into the
twentieth century. Today, Americans hold negative views towards both the Republican and
Democratic establishment. In 2016 populist candidates hijacked longstanding political parties by
attacking leadership and government processes. Their strategy succeeded because of primaries and
technological developments that weakened party leadership’s ability to control candidates through
patronage. Today, incumbents increasingly face outsider candidates from the extreme ends of the
political spectrum, leading to more polarized parties and voters. While many Americans view the
two parties as a problem, a careful study of history reveals that parties remain essential to
maintaining successful democracy.

Introduction

After a president takes the oath of office interviewers ask them to name their favorite
predecessor. The answer helps the media, scholars, and voters develop a framework to analyze the
new executive. Most presidents choose an uncontroversial historical figure or someone they
personally knew. Barack Obama identified Abraham Lincoln from his home state of Illinois.?
George W. Bush named Ronald Reagan, under whom his father served as vice president. Bill
Clinton called a childhood meeting with John F. Kennedy a foundational moment in his political

development.?¢’

Donald Trump chose Andrew Jackson, an unusually controversial choice that surprised
journalists.?®® Contemporary Americans both revered and reviled Jackson, and opinions on his
legacy range from heroic to villainous. Working-class Americans lionized Jackson for his humble
origins despite (or because of) his adversarial relationship with the Washington establishment.?%

As president he expanded voting rights, defeated the Second Bank of the United States, and became
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the first and only president to fully pay down the national debt.?’ However, he also vetoed more
legislation than all previous presidents combined and constantly fought with Congress and
governors.?’! His Trail of Tears policy forcibly removed over one-hundred thousand people from
their Florida land and killed thousands of Native Americans.?’”> During his tenure the economy

boomed and crashed.?”?

Significant parallels exist between Jackson’s and Trump’s ascensions to power. Most
Americans knew Jackson as a celebrity war figure who gained national recognition through his
bombastic personality.?’”* He lost a contentious 1824 presidential race to John Quincy Adams of
the influential Adams political family but questioned the election’s integrity and never accepted
defeat.?’> In an 1828 rematch he hurled insults at Adams to prime him with framing slogans.?’®
Critics feared his temper and sensitivity to insults could lead to emotional decisions that elevated

his personal interests above the country’s.?”’

To achieve electoral success, Jackson mobilized a broad coalition of previously
nonpolitical supporters called Jacksonians.>’® The base of small farmers and lower-class workers
supported his protectionist trade policies that mitigated external influence over America’s
economy.?”” Jackson’s campaign demonized East Coast bankers, the press, and “insider”

politicians to pit American labor against elite forces.?®® Despite their contempt for the
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establishment, Jacksonians remained fiercely patriotic with little patience for views that did not
primarily consider American interests.?®! Still, they opposed an aggressive foreign policy that tied

economic and political policies to entangling alliances.?*?

Jackson never adhered to a consistent political ideology. Instead, his campaign emphasized
intangible social and cultural values.?®* Jacksonian solutions are simple and direct; the kinds of
ideas that could fit on a baseball cap. He espoused an “us versus them” mentality that accused
powerful figures of harming everyday Americans.?®* Bankers hoodwinked American workers.
Career politicians conned American voters. Foreign governments ripped off American businesses.

As president, Jackson promised to protect supporters from corrupt elites.

Although Trump’s rhetoric often seems undisciplined, the Jackson-Trump connection
developed well before his inauguration. In August 2016 former Republican Speaker of the House
Newt Gingrich (R-GA) called Trump a champion for everyday Americans akin to Jackson.?®* In
November, former Republican Mayor of New York Rudy Giuliani said, “This is like Andrew
Jackson’s victory. This is the people beating the establishment.”?%¢ Campaign manager Steve
Bannon made the most distinct comparison, saying, “I don’t think we’ve had a speech like
(Trump’s Inaugural Address) since Andrew Jackson came to the White House...The new
patriotism... (could be) greater than the Reagan revolution — conservatives, plus populists, in an

economic nationalist movement.”2%’
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Modern Republican embrace of Jacksonian philosophy seems counterintuitive. Jackson
transformed what became the modern Democratic Party by expanding voter rights.?®® In 2016
Democrats represented disenfranchised citizens while Republicans fought to tighten voting
laws.?® Furthermore, Jackson’s background diverges significantly from Trump’s. Jackson was
born to poor Irish immigrants in the rural Carolina Territory and orphaned by the age of 14. He
did not even know his birthyear or birthplace.?*® Before his presidency he fought in the American
Revolutionary War and War of 1812 and served as Territorial Governor of Florida, Tennessee
Supreme Court Justice, and U.S. Senator.?’! Trump came from a wealthy New York City family

and never served in the military nor held public office.?*?

The forty-fifth president connected to the seventh president through emotion and attitude
instead of personal background or policy. For Republicans, Trump’s ideology mattered less than
his ability to mobilize voters and forge new political alliances. He chagrinned the family values,
religious principles, and small government conservatism that dominated Republican platforms
since at least the 1980s. In fact, Trump frequently attacked Republican policies like the 2003 Iraq
War, trade agreements, and refusal to spend on infrastructure.?®® By supporting Trump as their
2016 presidential nominee, Republicans risked alienating their donors, special interests, allies, and
conservative voter base. Trump’s nomination transformed the Republican Party as Jackson’s

nomination transformed the Democratic-Republicans in 1828.
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The Democratic Party also faced an outsider challenge during the 2016 cycle. In the
Democratic presidential primaries Independent Senator Vermont Bernie Sanders (I-VT) won
twenty-three states, 43 percent of the popular vote, and 40 percent of available delegates.?** Like
Trump and Jackson, he mobilized new voters who related to his outsider rhetoric that attacked the
political establishment. Many Democratic Party leaders opposed his populist message and anti-
capitalist positions and fought against his campaign.?®> Sanders eventually lost the nomination, but

his impact on Democrats permeated into the general election.

The 2016 election saw nontraditional candidates hijack long-standing political parties to
great effect. But developments preceding 2016 presented crucial changes to American politics that
facilitated outsider candidate success. In the 1950s most voters trusted parties and their
leadership.?’® By the mid-2000s more than half of voters held an unfavorable view of both
Republicans and Democrats.?®’ Severely eroded public opinion helped Sanders and Trump
accumulate greater control over their campaigns despite party disapproval and discouragement.?*®
Mechanisms that traditionally held candidates accountable to leadership proved ineffective.

Various groups used technology to raise unprecedented money, organize candidate-centric

coalitions, and spread anti-establishment rhetoric.>’

This chapter examines the 2016 anti-party political movement to decipher how outsiders
succeeded and their impact on American politics. First, it analyzes United States political parties

and how they control politicians and government processes. Second, it identifies important
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changes to party structure throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that slowly weakened
party power. Third, it investigates how modern technology enabled politicians to run candidate-
centric campaigns outside party authority. Finally, it describes how economic issues in the 2000s

created a landscape for populist rhetoric that paved the road for Trump and Sanders.
What Parties Do

The United States Constitution never mentions political parties. In fact, many American
Founders disfavored parties and feared they led to unnecessary government tension.*”° George
Washington never belonged to a party and distrusted them throughout his presidency.*! James
Madison and Alexander Hamilton warned against factions in The Federalist Papers.’** Regardless,
political parties formed before the first contested presidential election in 1796.3% After
Washington, every president and most congresspeople belonged to a party.>** These organizations
institutionalized during the 1830s and today’s two-party system cemented by the end of the Civil

War in 1865.3%

Despite initial reluctance the founding generation quickly recognized party necessity.
Policy implementation requires coalitions, cohesive operations, organized activities, and
coordination between diverse blocs.>% A legislative body without political parties can spiral into
a ponderous stalemate since passing budgets and structuring agendas requires organization.>"’
Party cohesion allows politicians with various levels of expertise in diverse fields to refine policy

through collective action. Voters use partisan politics to understand various viewpoints and
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establish responsibility for government successes and failures.*?® Thus, parties provide coherence,

organization, and force to republican government.**

However, party politics also creates disadvantages. Large political organizations help
citizens make sense of government by forming talking points and communicating policy choices,
but often convey this information in an adversarial manner that disparages and stereotypes
opponents.>'? Though negative attacks sometimes help candidates win elections, antagonistic
political communication hinders the spread of objective information as constituents frequently
trust partisan propaganda without independently verifying crucial details.>!! In a country as large
and diverse as the United States, parties encompass a range of views that evolve over time. Voters

can develop loyalty to parties instead of ideologies or policies.>!?

V.0. Key described American political parties as amalgamations of three crucial
components. The party-in-the-government involves elected politicians and partisan members of
executive departments; the public face that interacts with voters and the media.>'® The professional
policy workers include political staffs and rank-and-file operatives who helm most day-to-day
operations.>'* Their responsibilities include executing legislation, developing policy specifics,
brainstorming messaging, and implementing reforms. The party-in-the-electorate consists of
voters who identify with or belong to a party.*!> Citizens hold the ultimate power in democracy

since they vote candidates into office, but rarely yield authority until election day.
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Politics continuously evolves, so voters and politicians sometimes transition between
parties when they change policies, develop new philosophies, or support divisive candidates.
Policy loyalists remain devoted to issues and policy specifics regardless of which party supports
them.3!® Former Secretary of State Colin Powell endorsed Democrat Hillary Clinton for president
in the 2016 election despite his lengthy service in the Republican Party.>!” Powell did not believe
Donald Trump could keep the country safe and his devotion to national security superseded
partisan attachment. Partisan loyalists commit to a party without fully endorsing or understanding
every policy position.*!® Political operative Roger Stone has served in the Republican Party for
fifty years despite supporting Democratic Party positions such as same-sex marriage, abortion

rights, and cannabis legalization.’!’

Historically, American political parties controlled the party-in-the-government through
patronage.’?® Those hoping to run for office relied on establishment sources of funding,
organization, and ballot access. Winning candidates became indebted to party officials for
connecting them with crucial election apparatus. In return, candidates agreed to promote party-

favored policies.*!

Sometimes party leaders develop national agenda platforms that harm
individual candidates in competitive districts.’*> They expect vulnerable candidates to remain

supportive of their policies. For partisan loyalists, a disciplined short-term election loss can

ultimately lead to long-term patronage benefits.
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Over time, Congress developed committee structures to organize and control the legislative
process. Committee leaders can block legislation or fast-track it to a vote.>* One rogue candidate
can lose a congressional majority or destroy partisan cohesion, so committees control talking
points to prevent candidates from communicating ideologically extreme positions.*?* When a
politician refutes committee orders they jeopardize their political future. Even if the candidate wins
his or her election, they cannot enact much policy without party support.>?> Loyal legislators in
favor with leadership can elevate a favored policy within the party’s agenda. Thus, committees

enjoy a large degree of power over the party-in-the-government.

Evolving Party Structures

Before the Civil War, national parties consisted of consolidated state-based coalitions.?®

Loose federal operations helped execute local party mechanics such as distributing ballots,
communicating with the press, and implementing district-specific objectives.’?’” Americans often
identified with their local party through historic, ethnic, religious, and cultural ties.>*® Many voters
held no devotion to or even awareness of a party’s national agenda. Policies supported by New
York Democrats could drastically differ from those supported by South Carolina Democrats.>?’
Thus, the party-in-the-electorate consisted of policy loyalists regarding local issues but partisan

loyalists regarding federal and foreign affairs. In turn, the party-in-the-government formed

cohesive positions on national policy but diverse views on local issues.
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Republicans and Democrats established themselves as America’s dominant political
parties after the Civil War when the country tackled Reconstruction.**° Between 1865 and 1890
Americans built millions of miles of railroad.>3! Before rail, candidates who traveled to
Washington may not return to their district until their term ended since the journey could take days
or weeks.>*? Railroads exponentially increased the ability to move people and resources around
the nation, including newspapers and other kinds of political literature. Literacy concurrently rose
from 70 percent in 1865 to 90 percent by 1900. Among African Americans, literacy soared from

20 percent in 1870 to more than 50 percent by 1900 and 75 percent by 1920.33

By the early twentieth century more people could read and understand more widely
circulated newspapers. Better-informed citizens engaged with congressional representatives to
express federal policy preferences and sometimes held strong opinions on issues facing other
states. Local elections increasingly incorporated national concerns, so parties needed to cultivate
more communal platforms.>** Losing favor with party bosses virtually extinguished a candidate’s
political career, so legislators began to vote along party lines on both local and national
legislation.***> While the two largest national parties consolidated power, third parties all but died.
The 1890 Congress included twelve third-party Senators, but by 1903 all Senators belonged to

either the Republican or Democratic Party.*¢

Technology, literacy, and party cohesion created a nationalized economy with greater

income inequality as industry leaders held imbalanced influence over policy.>*” When political
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parties centralized power, business interests pivoted from local policy focus towards dealings with
federal party bosses. The growing business-government relationship concerned voters and some
government leaders. Missouri Senator Charles Shultz noted, “(Industry leaders) ...are called upon
by the managers of a political party to contribute large sums of money...for the purpose of carrying

the election and then controlling the government for their benefit.”>**

In 1907 Congress passed campaign finance legislation called The Tillman Act which
outlawed campaign contributions from interstate banks and large corporations.** Over the next
several years they adopted a series of laws to establish donation limits and require campaigns to
disclose donor identities.>** These issues led to the ratification of the Constitution’s Seventeenth
Amendment in 1913.3*! The original Constitution empowered state legislators to choose U.S.
Senators representing their state, but this system led to intrastate party corruption. Some candidates
agreed to suspect policy positions or outright paid state officials to attain Senate appointments. For
example, in 1900 Montana Senate hopeful William Clark paid several state legislators to support
his Senate bid.*** To counter this corruption, The Seventeenth Amendment enacted statewide

popular votes to select Senators which diminished the role of state parties.

Perhaps more significantly, in the 1890s several state parties sanctioned popular elections
to nominate candidates for public office. By 1915 more than half of states held primaries or
caucuses which utilized the party-in-the-electorate to choose general election nominees.**
Primaries empowered voters to control the nominating process and diminished the party’s

influence over candidates, policies, and messaging. Instead of courting favor with party leaders,
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candidates now appealed directly to voters. As a result, newer candidates could chase independent
ballot access and raise money on their own behalf. By 1972 both major American political parties

embraced popular nominating systems nationwide.>**

Primaries differentiate American elections from most other Western republics. For
example, the United Kingdom’s Parliament selects candidates through a strict party-control
structure.>* Virtually all campaign apparatus funnels through parties, including funding,
communication, and organization. Individual candidates cannot stray from the approved ideology
and win elections or achieve substantive policy success.**® Alternately, the American primary
system galvanizes individual campaigns to oppose party-supported policies when doing so

presents opportunity for personal gain.>*’

The party-in-the-electorate is not more ideologically extreme than the electorate at large,
but voter turnout in primaries and caucuses remains low. Recent primary turnout fluctuated
between a high of 32 percent in 2008 to a low of 11 percent in 2004 and averages around 20
percent.>*® Partisan loyalists do not always understand the minutiae of policy differences between
candidates from the same party and many voters lack strong opinions on specific candidates until
the general election.’* Primary voters disproportionately consist of highly motivated ideological
extremists and issue-specific interest groups dedicated to positions that diminish moderate voices.

Therefore, Americans increasingly choose between polarizing candidates in general elections.>*°
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Internet: The New Frontier

Although reform laws and primaries altered how elections operated, candidates still
depended on traditional party apparatus to run nationwide and statewide campaigns through the
end of the twentieth century. By 2016 two novel developments concurrently diminished party
control. The internet enabled candidates to raise unprecedented amounts of money through small
donations, and the Supreme Court struck down donation limits. Given these developments, V.O.
Key’s analysis of political party composition needs updating. A fourth important component of
parties has emerged: the party domors. Donors have grown to represent an important and

disproportionately influential element of American political parties.

The internet fundraising era began in in the 2004 election cycle through Vermont Governor
Howard Dean’s candidacy for the Democratic presidential nomination. Dean utilized his website
and email lists to solicit large numbers of small donations online.*! In previous eras, campaigns
sought small donations through direct mail and door-to-door canvasing. This method involved
large teams of planners, intense hours, and heavy legwork. Dean’s team used the internet to
diminish the resources and staff needed to raise small donations. The front page of his website
included a large “donate” button that linked to a form encouraging credit card contributions while
simultaneously developing a large database of supporters’ email addresses.*>? The results proved
instantaneously successful. In January 2004, establishment favorite (and eventual presidential
nominee), Senator John Kerry (D-MA) raised $4 million dollars through traditional fundraising

methods. Dean’s modern approach raised more than $6 million in the same month.>*3
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The Vermont governor’s success illuminated that people who donate become more
involved with political organizing and communication. In a 2004 interview, Dean opined that
television-based political campaigns shout at audiences, but the internet enables audiences to shout
back.*** Savvy campaigners listen to the audience’s input and implement their ideas. This makes
donors and supporters feel connected to the candidate which compels them to organize on his or
her behalf. Grass-roots political organizing saves the campaign time, energy, and resources. In
February 2003, Dean supporters organized eleven meetings around the country through
meetup.com.’> After expanding its web-based donation capabilities, the Dean campaign
experienced an explosion in independently organized events. By the end of 2003, over 800

monthly meetups were organized outside the Dean campaign’s official apparatus.>>¢

Historically, donation limits refuted candidate ability to raise sufficient funds outside
partisan channels. Then, in 2010, the United States Supreme Court ruled in the landmark case
Citizens United v. FEC that contribution limits violate the political expression protected under the
First Amendment of the Constitution.>>” The decision enabled outside political action committees
(Super PACs) to raise and spend unlimited money from various sources.*>® Legally, Super PACs
cannot coordinate with campaign managers nor party leaders. In practice, they often work closely

with individual politicians.*>

The first post-Citizens-United presidential election occurred in 2012 when Democrat

Barack Obama and Republican Mitt Romney both refused public funding to free their campaigns
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from budgetary constraints and facilitate their own strategic courses.’®® Obama’s campaign
combined Dean’s model with the opportunity presented by Citizens United’s dismissal of donation
limits. It hired, “dozens of engineers, developers, data scientists, and other specialists,” to build
customized software that solicited donations and collected, stored, and analyzed supporter
information.’®! These databases empowered Obama’s team to micro-target advertisements and
predict when donors might give again.*®* The Obama 2012 campaign perfected the template to

build and efficiently disseminate a twenty-first century economic war chest.

Obama’s approach severely outraised and outspent opponents. Although some politicians in
the twentieth century raised money through direct mail-in donations, the internet exponentially
bolstered small donors. More than two-thirds of Obama’s funding came in batches of $200 or less
while Romney raised only 13 percent of his money in $200 blocks.**> More than 82 percent of
Romney’s contributions came from Super PAC donations in batches of $50,000 or more.*** In
sum, Obama collected more than $700 million compared to Romney’s $450 million.>%
Furthermore, the Obama campaign used social media and email lists to raise funds quickly at
important times. Money solicited through the internet is immediately available as candidates do

not need to wait for checks to clear or carriers to deliver mail.>¢°

Internet contributions do not filter through the mediating force of party leadership. When
donors support candidates they connect strongly with the person instead of their party or policies.

Therefore, a bevy of small donations lends outsider credibility to campaigns.*®’ If money equals
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power and access then politicians funded by direct donations can legitimately claim indebtedness
to their base rather than the party establishment. Those who donate connect with the campaign and
attain a stake in its success. Perhaps most importantly, donors are far more likely will show up on

election day.>%®

Unlike the party-in-the-electorate, party donors are more ideologically extreme than the
general population. Many donors give to candidates who take strong stances on extremely specific
policies.>*? Historically, party-centered finance systems blunted the polarizing effect of ideological
donors since extremists fared poorly in the general election.’’° Business interests gave to national
party leadership who strategically distributed funding among the candidates most likely to appeal
to broad audiences. Today, dwindling primary participation, abolished contribution limits, and
internet donations allow extreme donors and interest groups to hoard greater influence.
Consequently, party platforms increasingly develop through a bottom-up approach by candidates

reliant on donors that favor narrow, specific policy goals.?”!

After Citizens United, incumbents began to face difficult primary challenges from radical
candidates funded by ideological donors and groups. In noncompetitive districts, officeholders
often encounter more strident competition during a primary than in the general election.’’?
Challengers increasingly run against the party-in-the-government and support controversial policy
specifics that promise to “shake up the system.” With internet fundraising, party leaders are

powerless to control such challengers or blunt their campaigns. Even if a centrist incumbent wins

368 Boroughs, Bryan. "Social Networking Websites and Voter Turnout." PhD diss., Georgetown University, 2010: p. 8.

369 |ssacharoff, "Outsourcing Politics: The Hostile Takeovers of Our Hollowed out Political Parties," p. 16.

370 |bid., p. 28.

371 Neider, Madeleine. "Trump, Twitter and the Death of the American Political Party: A Discussion of the Fate of the American Party System
Before, During, and After the Presidential Election of 2016." (2017): p. 54.

372 |bid., p. 9.

53



reelection, the primary challenge can impact their rhetoric®’® and move them further to the extreme

end of the political spectrum.?’*

These developments also facilitate longshot candidates to harm moderate frontrunners.
Historically, most presidential primary campaigns that failed to achieve early success lost funding
and withdrew since donors do not want to support losing candidates.’”> However, in the 2012
Republican presidential primaries former Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich (R-GA) finished
fourth in Iowa (the first state to vote) and fifth in New Hampshire (the second state to vote) and
won only two states total.’”® Still, Republican megadonor Shelden Adelson spent millions of
dollars to support Gingrich’s losing campaign until May.’”” With donation limits abolished,

Gingrich could rely solely on Adelson to support his campaign in perpetuity.

Alternately, Ron Paul (R-TX) won only four states but maintained funding through his
committed base of small-donor libertarian enthusiasts.>’® On November 5, 2007 Paul raised over
$4 million, virtually all of which occurred through internet fundraising.’” For perspective, Paul
raised more money in a single day than John Kerry raised in the entire month of January 2004
while holding less than 1 percent of Republican voter support.**° A steady stream of donations into
2008 enabled Paul to remain in the Republican primaries even after he was mathematically
eliminated from winning. Eventual nominee Mitt Romney spent valuable resources to combat both

challengers that he could have saved for the general election. Moreover, Republicans splintered
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into factions behind Romney, Paul, and Gingrich while Democrats coalesced behind incumbent
Barack Obama. By 2008, party donors developed into a powerful force with massive influence

over presidential primaries.
Populism Rises

Populism refers to an approach that pits average citizens in a moral battle against society’s
elites through political or economic conflict.*®! Other than anti-establishment sentiment, populism
does not adhere to consistent ideology nor attempt to offer solutions to all political questions.*?
Instead, it attaches itself to other preexisting ideologies forged in distrust of experts, politicians,
intellectuals, and standard power structures.*®3 Popular opinion can dramatically change when a
fickle majority encounters a new problem, so populist thinking not underpinned by reliable
philosophy struggles to stabilize government. Periods of economic, political, and social strife that
undermine elite control often create an atmosphere susceptible to populism. Events that negatively

impact the masses create discontent with the status quo and catalyze the population to seek a strong

leader who promises radical change.**

Beginning in the 1990s banks eagerly distributed subprime mortgages for short term
profits. Towards the end of 2007 millions of Americans defaulted on their mortgage payments and
the resulting foreclosures nearly collapsed the country’s lending establishments.*> Between 2008

and 2010 more than one-hundred-seventy thousand small businesses closed as unemployment
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386 and homeowners lost $13 trillion in net worth.*®” Globalization and

climbed to 10 percen
technology made it easier for companies to ship jobs overseas and rely on foreign markets as
China’s massive population challenged America’s role as the world’s economic superpower.>®
These factors led to an in international financial crisis that compounded security concerns after the
terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001.3% Ongoing wars in Afghanistan and Iraq exacerbated

political division. As a result, Americans lost confidence in their nation.>*°

Congress spent over $700 billion in taxpayer money to save banking institutions deemed
“too big to fail.”**! It sent $1.5 billion of that money to wealthy CEOs who bought back stock,
enhance their pensions, and paid themselves bonuses.**? The electorate largely blamed the lending
institutions for the economic downturn and resented politicians using their tax money to bail out
bankers. Two political movements sprang from each end of the political spectrum to combat
perceived elite corruption. On the right came the Tea Party that opposed government overreach
into private affairs. On the left came Occupy Wall Street that opposed corporatocratic influence on
the American political system. These groups shared a common theme: elite special interests

harmed average Americans.>

The Tea Party formed when hedge fund manager Rick Santelli delivered a speech at the

Chicago Mercantile Exchange in 2009.%°* Santelli blamed high taxes for the economic downturn
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and criticized President Obama’s proposed tax increases.>’> He called on conservatives to fight big
government regulations and administrative rulemaking. The Tea (an acronym for “Taxed Enough
Already”) Party began to organize protests around the country through social media, online
forums, and email. Within a year, the group profoundly influenced Republican elections. By 2010,
more than a hundred Tea Party candidates appeared on Republican primary ballots for federal

office as thousands more ran for state and local positions.>”¢

Occupy Wall Street began when the Canadian magazine Adbusters started the Twitter
hashtag #OCCUPYWALLSTREET in February 2011.%°7 Millions of American took the message
literally and by October thousands of people created makeshift camps near New York City’s Wall
Street. Before long, the Occupy protests spread to nine-hundred cities in over ninety countries.>®
Protestors demanded the government limit the financial sector’s unequal influence over the
American economy and lamented the growing wealth gap.’®® They argued that corporate

executives made billions of dollars from exploitative worker labor and failed to share the wealth.**

The Tea Party and Occupy Wall Street rose from opposite ends of the political spectrum
but shared important characteristics. Both developed through horizontal organization*! without
any official authority structures. Horizontal movements rely on broad coalitions organizing and
spreading ideas and information to one another without hierarchical structures. These processes

succeeded through communicative technology afforded by the internet. As railroads enabled
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information to spread throughout the 1800s, the internet allowed information and independent

organization to spread in the 2000s.

The internet landscape thrives upon simple messaging, and populist movement succeeded
by employing memes.***> Memes symbolize, “Ideas that spread from person to person within a
culture,” usually through broad concepts without lengthy analysis incorporating nuance or
historical context.**> Occupy Wall Street and The Tea Party framed American society as a struggle
between average citizens and elite forces. The Tea Party’s meme conjures images of the American
Revolution’s Boston Tea Party when Colonialists protested taxation without representation by
tossing tea into the Boston Harbor. It connects supporters to originalist patriotism and harkens to
an earlier, idealized era of American history.*** The Tea Party meme perpetuates the idea that

modern society’s problems occurred because America pivoted from its founding.*%

Occupy Wall Street’s meme conveyed the opposite: America needs to change its
longstanding power structures. Their slogan, “We are the 99 percent,” pitted the vast majority of
Americans against the small “1 percent” of corporate elites who control the economy.**® The
solution centers on progressive policies that diminish the role of corrupt business interests. The
Great Depression in the 1930s led America’s government to implement New Deal policies to curb
banking influence and empower lower-class workers. New Deal supporters believed, “Necessitous

men are not free” and government needed to ensure all citizens maintained a minimum standard
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of living.*’” Occupy Wall Street believed that 2011°s wealth gap and financial crisis proved the

country needed to move toward similar egalitarianism.*’8

Populist movements absolve average citizens from responsibility by blaming problems on
a privileged sect.*”” Some culpability for the housing crash should rest with those who received
subprime loans without conducting the independent research needed to fully understand the
burdens of a large mortgage. Likewise, voters ultimately decide who runs the government.
Increased suffrage should create more opportunities for better candidates accountable to better-
informed voters. If progressives truly represented 99 percent of Americans, they surely had the
numbers to enact change through the established political institutions. The apparatus to fix these
issues already exists. If voters want change, they should turnout more forcefully in primary

elections.

Twenty-first century Americans retained the world’s highest standards of living. A 2010
New York Times survey found that self-identified Tea Party members were better educated and
substantially wealthier than most Americans.*!® When New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg
finally ordered police to clear Wall Street camps, many protestors admitted relief.*!! They dreaded
staying through the winter and welcomed police crackdowns that helped create a victimhood
image.*'? Both populist movements sought to destroy government models that created wealth,

stabilized the economy, and ultimately benefited their adherents. Instead of taking responsibility
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for the problems that faced their nation, they blamed political party leaders for the nation’s

financial woes. In the coming years, they would elect candidates who articulated this view.
Populist Leaders

Technological developments and political reforms created opportunities for populist
movements in 2016 through internet outlets that facilitated horizontal organization and robust
fundraising. Diminished party power enabled candidates to control their rhetoric and monetary
sources. Economic and political unrest in the 2000s generated conditions that spread populist
dissatisfaction. But even populist movements need leadership in government to achieve reforms

and communicate ideas to a wider audience.*!?

In 2016 Trump and Sanders both ran for president by capturing the populist frames
developed through The Tea Party and Occupy Wall Street, yet neither candidate could win the
presidency outside a major political party. Instead, they challenged party authority. In a prior era,
party leadership would thwart their efforts, but the primary system and internet fundraising offered
outsider candidates a realistic path to electoral success. Trump ran under the Republican banner
even though he changed his political affiliation at least five times and admittedly donated to
Republicans and Democrats equally throughout his career.*!* Sanders ran as a Democrat even

though he never belonged to the party during forty years of government service.*'

Sanders proclaimed himself a “democratic socialist” — a label the Democratic Party

vehemently opposed.*!® He labeled chief rival Hillary Clinton an untrustworthy “establishment”
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candidate with too many ties to Wall Street and communicated the need for a “political
revolution.”*!” Trump constantly withstood attacks from establishment candidates like John
McCain, George W. Bush, and Mitt Romney as traditional party leaders generally opposed his
candidacy.*'® In August 2016 Trump replaced campaign manager Paul Manafort with Steve
Bannon from the populist media outlet Breitbart.*'® Trump viewed Bannon as a vehicle to separate

himself from the Republican leadership in voters’ minds.

Both candidates built upon Obama’s fundraising model by separating their donations from
Super PACs. Sanders refused to start a Super PAC and used social media to raise money. His
average donation amounted to $27, which became a campaign slogan.*** Super PAC opposition
proved so effective that other candidates felt obligated to follow Sanders’ lead. The New York
Times called rejecting Super PAC money a Democratic “purity test” and Super PACs a “liability
as much as a strength.”*?! Most analysts predicted Super PACs would dominate the 2016
campaign, but Sanders and Trump both raised money through direct donations more effectively

than their Super PAC reliant rivals.

Trump used social media to save money normally spent on television ads and structured
his campaign around the mobile platform. Campaign operative Brad Parscale addressed rallies by
holding up a mobile phone and urging the audience to spread Trump’s message via text message
and email.**> Each time, Parscale gained around ten thousand new phone numbers which led to

new revenue streams and conduits to spread his message.*>* Jeb Bush, the establishment favorite
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going into 2016, raised most of his money through the nation’s largest Super PAC.*** His old world
thinking fell embarrassingly short of Trump’s fundraising totals. Bush eventually dropped out of

the primary with little party-in-the-electorate support.

Social media and legacy media form a reciprocal relationship that benefits populist
rhetoric. More mentions on television gain more mentions on social media and vice versa.*?*> By
constantly Tweeting, Trump gained television coverage, and constant television coverage resulted
in more social media attention. He spoke directly to his supporters at any time of day using the
exact phraseology best suited to make his case. The internet provided equal access to audiences
and ignored reliance on establishment media television schedules and newspaper delivery times.
Further, Trump disregarded traditional media filters that frame stories outside of the candidate’s
intentions. The targeted use of social media led to higher candidate-specific voter turnout,

particularly among younger voters.*?

Populist voters exhibited a high degree of loyalty, but instead of partisan and policy loyalty
they shifted to candidate loyalty. One 2017 study found that 20 percent of Trump supporters
endorsed Democratic Party policies when told President Trump supported them and opposed
Republican Party policies when told President Trump opposed them.**” Further, Trump could
change his stance on a given policy or issue and his base would simultaneously change their stance.
When Trump attacked his Republican primary opponents it reduced support for those candidates

among the larger Republican base, even those who did not support Trump.*?8
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In the internet age, group loyalty proves a stronger predictor for party-in-the-electorate
support than ideology.**® Americans increasingly support political candidates to form an identity
and can gain “social earning” by broadcasting their preferences on social media. Those least
informed about policy issues are most swayable towards political stances supported by their
peers.*** Pascale understood this when asking Trump supporters to relay his message. Potential
voters may ignore or even despise leaders or media figures but often desire to be part of the same
movement as their friends and family. Trump and Sanders came to represent memes through which

supporters could gain social earning amongst their peers.

In 2016, many Americans considered anti-government sentiment their foundational
political identity. Government distrust represented the strongest indicator for Trump or Sanders
support across age, ethnic, and religious demographics.**! Trust in government sharply declined
beginning in the early 1970s.**> By 2016 approval for Congress, the Supreme Court, and the
presidency hit all-time lows.** At the end of the Obama administration less than 20 percent of
respondents said they trusted the government to “do what’s right.”*** Distrusters support outsider
candidates who attack America’s political institutions and undermine the party apparatus and
political processes that keep government running. Both Trump and Sanders gained widespread

support while running against the parties they hoped to lead.***

Support for protest candidates in 2016 centered on dissatisfaction with process space.

Populist reformers tire of government processes, even when they approve of the policies achieved
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through those processes. In the early 1970s Congress voted on partisan lines about 60 percent of
the time.**¢ By the mid-2010s Congress voted on partisan lines over 90 percent of time.**” Less
informed moderate voters strongly dislike partisan bickering and lose patience with government
gridlock. They often reject both parties and follow candidates who brand themselves “outsiders.”
In 2008, 32 percent of Americans called themselves independents, but after years of gridlock and

a 2013 government shutdown that number jumped to 39 percent.**

Ironically, populists who reject process space tend to cause more gridlock when they get
into office by refusing to compromise. Tea Party candidates won over forty congressional races in
the 2010 midterm elections and formed a group in Congress known as the Freedom Caucus** that
opposed the Republican establishment. The Freedom Caucus teamed with Democrats to fight
Speaker John Boehner’s 2015 free trade bill.*** Raul Labrador (R-ID), a Tea Party Republican,
delivered an ultimatum to Boehner, saying, “You have two choices: either you change the way
you’re running this place, which you have been unwilling to do, or you step down.”**! Boehner

retired less than a year later.
Conclusion: The New Jacksonians

The populist ends of America’s political spectrum disagree on much, but both distrust party
politics and centralized power. A sober study of American history demonstrates that government

needs party cohesion to prosper. Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal policies and its conservative
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backlash succeeded through party structure rather than around it. The twenty-first century

Jacksonian-like attacks on party apparatus stifle government from completing its vital functions.

Andrew Jackson entered office after the 1820’s “Era of Good Feelings” when Americans
sought unity and coherence after the War of 1812.44? His rise to the presidency followed a period
of expanded democracy and voting rights and eventually led to technological advances that quickly
spread information and enabled citizens to organize outside established structures.** In the early-
to-mid nineteenth century Americans moved west and created new states that began to remove
property ownership as a voting requirement.*** Concurrently, candidates found expanded access
to more literate Americans who increasingly disfavored party leadership.**> Jackson capitalized on
these movements by portraying himself as an average American that promised to fight the

unnecessary and corrupt political establishment.*4¢

Jackson left office in 1837 as a banking crisis escalated into a national panic.**” The
Federalist Party collapsed and the Democratic-Republican Party split into Jacksonian and Anti-
Jacksonian wings that ultimately reformed as the Whig Party and Democratic Party and ushered
the Second Party System.**® The divisive nature of Jackson’s tenure and newly formed political
rivalries culminated in the Civil War less than three decades after he left office. Populist attacks
on America’s establishment institutions and widespread hatred of other partisans undermined any

sense of shared national interest.
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The Trump/Sanders campaigns arrived after another banking crisis. To achieve electoral
success, both candidates mobilized broad, loyal, coalitions of previously nonpolitical supporters.
They condemned bankers, the press, and “insider” politicians to pit American workers against the
“Washington swamp.” During Trump’s presidency, the Executive Office of the President
experienced an unprecedented ninety-two percent turnover rate.*** Trump regularly fired cabinet
officials, battled intelligence agencies, and developed combative relationships with governors.*>°
Although Trump lost his 2020 bid for reelection, he never accepted defeat, and claimed the election

had been rigged against him.

Jacksonians dismantled the American party structure dominant in the early nineteenth
century. The 2016 election could lead to similar developments. Republicans have not determined
how to handle Trump’s lasting influence and the party appears to be splitting into Trumpian and
Anti-Trumpian wings. Trump does not adhere to a consistent philosophy, making it difficult to
predict what policies Republican platforms might endorse over the next few election cycles.
Sanders destabilized the party structure that connected Democrats. Neither candidate formed a
third party, but rather infiltrated parties by weakening them from the inside. This occurred through

a combination of technological advances, donation laws, and economic problems.

Running against political party leadership proves all too easy in twenty-first century
America. Populist candidates do not need party leaders for funding or access to voters. However,
once in office, politicians without experience and party backing frequently fail to achieve
substantial goals and instead focus their energy on attacking government processes. In office,

Trump supported many traditional Republican policies such as tax cuts, deregulation, gun rights,
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and supporting Israel. But he also continuously challenged the party’s authority, fought with
Republican party leaders, and split the party into competing factions. The party continues to

struggle with how to handle Trump’s influence into the 2020s.

Before Americans embrace anti-establishment rhetoric, they should study history to
understand where populism leads. Americans enjoy one of the highest standards of living in the
world. Political parties help stabilize the country’s security, liberty, and prosperity. Attacking
political parties seems intuitive to many Americans. Very few academics, media figures, or even
politicians attempt to counter anti-party rhetoric. While not perfect, parties remain as crucial in
modern government as in the time of the founders. Andrew Jackson’s presidency destroyed the
Era of Good Feelings’ political stability and general peace. Undermining party authority could

lead to similarly devastating consequences.
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CHAPTER III: GOING DEEP

Identifying the Forces that Undermine Government Administration

Abstract

President Donald Trump frequently accuses political adversaries of belonging to a “deep state”
that controls secret power structures behind the federal government. In the last five years, media
reporting on the deep state exploded and more Americans than ever believe in its existence. But
bureaucrats who work in government across administrations are generally not malevolent. Most
executive department employees work to achieve important goals and carry out the mundane tasks
that keep government functioning. Bureaucrats often exhibit more transparent and ethical behavior
than elected representatives. Administrators even help check government power by competing for
resources with the other branches and exposing illegal behavior. Growing government distrust
created heightened tension that undermines executive departments and prevents them from
fulfilling their obligations. Before Americans embrace anti-establishment rhetoric, they must
understand the importance of administrators in modern democracy.

Introduction

In a 2017 Warsaw speech, United States President Donald Trump spoke of a secret danger

plaguing Western governments:

“On both sides of the Atlantic, our citizens are confronted by yet another danger,
one firmly within our control. This danger is invisible to some but familiar to the
Poles: the steady creep of government bureaucracy that drains the vitality and
wealth of the people.”*! (Stewart, 2017)

Trump referred the large administrative bureaucracy as the “deep state,” loosely defined
as, “Unelected. ..operatives who defy the voters to push their own secret agendas.”*> He promised

to “drain the swamp” of Washington bureaucrats and protect his supporters from their influence.

Segments within the American population have always believed in secret government
operatives, but such theories rarely found support from mainstream politicians. That changed in

2015 when Trump — then the leading candidate for the Republican presidential nomination —
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appeared on the web program Infowars with Alex Jones.** Infowars argues that global elites
control the world through invisible power structures and deep-pocketed monetary interests.*>*
Jones accuses the United States government of conspiratorial practices such as orchestrating the
9/11 terrorist attacks and Sandy Hook Elementary School shooting.*** He says the government

coordinated these and other false flag operations to grow support for polices like gun control and

expanded espionage capabilities.**

During the interview Jones proclaimed, “Ninety percent of my listeners are Trump
supporters.” Trump replied, “Your reputation is amazing. I will not let you down.”*” This mutual
endorsement both cemented Trump’s backing amongst Jones’ audience and brought Infowars’
message to millions of Trump voters. The phrase “deep state” gained exponential notoriety in the
coming years. Major news broadcasts used the term only sixty-four times in 2016, but by 2018
those same programs used it more than five thousand times.*® Google searches for “deep state”
concurrently exploded between 2015 and 2020.*° In a 2020 YouGov poll, nearly 70 percent of
Republican voters conveyed the view that the deep state actively tried to overthrow the Trump

administration.*¢?

These fears climaxed in January 2021. Joe Biden, an insider politician who worked in
Washington for over fifty years, won the 2020 presidential election. Trump disregarded the results

and held a series of addresses that accused the deep state of rigging the election in Biden’s favor.*¢!
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He organized a “stop the steal” rally outside the White house on January 6, the same day Congress
met to certify the electoral college results.**? A series of speakers riled the crowd, including Rudy
Giuliani who told supporters to conduct, “Trial by combat.”*%® Trump spoke last, saying, “You
have to fight like hell. If you don’t fight like hell, you’re not going to have a country anymore.”*¢*

The crowd left the rally, broke into the U.S. Capitol, and disrupted Congress’ election certification.

The ensuing riot resulted in five deaths, looting, and property destruction.*®

The events on January 6 demonstrate the dangerous impact of widespread belief in a deep
state. While most Trump supporters did not and would not commit violent acts, a discouraging
number believe government bureaucrats rigged the election. POLITICO polling found that in
October 2020 about 18 percent of Republicans said they could not trust the upcoming election
results.*6® After the Trump lost that number skyrocketed to 64 percent.*S” Likewise, prior to the
election about 35 percent of Republicans expressed the opinion that the election would not be “free

and fair.” After the election that percentage jumped to over 70 percent.*%

Some Republican leaders disavowed Trump’s claims, but too many tacitly supported the
election corruption allegations. House Minority Leader Kevin McCarthy (R-CA) and Senate
Minority Leader Mitch McConnell (R-KY) both stated that Biden legitimately won the election.*%’
Chair of the House Republican Conference Liz Cheney (R-WY) led the congressional panel to

investigate January 6.*7° Heading into the 2022 election cycle, McCarthy said Republicans had
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already moved on from the 2020 election, but this statement does not characterize reality.*’!

Mainstream Republicans like Senators Ted Cruz (R-TX) and Josh Hawley (R-MO) continue to
engage with election conspiracy theories without consequence.*’? Cheney lost her 2022
Republican House primary to a candidate that supported Trump’s claims.*’® All told, more than
half of the Republican candidates in the 2022 congressional midterm general elections continued

to deny the 2020 election results.*’*

For their part, Republicans call Democrats hypocritical for immediately dismissing
election security concerns. Four years earlier, Democrats accused the Trump administration of
working with Russian operatives to influence the 2016 election against Hillary Clinton.*”> Bernie
Sanders, who finished second in both the 2016 and 2020 Democratic presidential primaries,
repeatedly claimed Democratic Party insiders worked against his campaign to support
establishment Democrats.*’® Moreover, Democrats trusted the results far more after their candidate
won. In October 2020, about half of Democrats trusted election security. A week after Biden won

nearly 90 percent of Democrats expressed the same feeling.*””

Belief in a deep state poses serious problems for the country. If Americans distrust their
national government’s operatives, they cease to respect their nation and its political processes. This
chapter analyzes deep state belief in the United States and how it impacts American government
and its citizens. It first defines “state” by focusing on the philosophical underpinnings of United

States’ institutions. Second, it formulates a workable definition of “deep state” by examining
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organizations in Turkey and Saudi Arabia. Third, it analyzes why the United States developed
strong institutions and their role within government. Fourth, it considers when administrative
authority extends too far and how it impacts administrative reputations. Finally, it combines these
concepts to explain how President Trump convinced his supporters they could not trust their state,

and how the state responded.
What Makes a State?

Americans celebrate their nation’s birth every Fourth of July. On July 4, 1776, the
American founders publicized The Declaration of Independence, a document that articulates the
colonists’ reasons for breaking away from the British Empire to form a new country.*’® Why do
Americans hold this day in such high regard? The colonies legally separated from the British two
days earlier on July 2.*”” The American Revolutionary War ended in 1783. The States ratified the
Constitution in 1788 and George Washington swore into the presidential office in 1789.4%° Parts
of the nation continued to practice slavery until 1865 and women did not gain the guaranteed right

to vote until 1920. Any of these years could symbolize the birth of American democracy.

1776 maintains a special place in the hearts and minds of Americans because it celebrates
The Declaration of Independence itself.*®! The state’s founding documents represent its heritage
more than any other tradition. Unlike many other countries, Americans do not share an ethnicity
and celebrate religious diversity. Their history only extends a quarter of a millennium, hundreds

or even thousands of years fewer than many nations around the world. In place of ethnic, religious,
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and historical ties, Americans connect through a belief in the Declaration’s ideals: All people are
equal before the law. Each person possesses inalienable rights. The citizens of a country ought to

govern themselves.*3?

But the Declaration only expressed a philosophical belief system, it did not establish a
means to achieve its goals. Designing a government to protect its principles proved more difficult
than declaring independence. The founders’ first attempt at forming government began in 17774
when delegates from the thirteen colonies debated and composed The Articles of Confederation,
which the states ratified in 1781.4** The colonists generally distrusted centralized authority, so the
Articles placed more energy in the provincial governments and severely handicapped federal
power.*®> The national government controlled the armed forces but could not compel states to
deploy troops, provide resources, regulate commerce, or collect taxes.* It could only appeal for

money from the various states who often ignored their requests.*’

This government proved so ineffective that the states agreed to revamp the system.
Delegates from the states reassembled in Philadelphia and by 1787 created The United States
Constitution.*®® The Constitution outlined a much stronger central government with the power to
regulate commerce between states, collect taxes, and control the army.*® It established institutions
such as the judiciary, executive, and Congress. The text begins with the words “we the people” to

clarify that Americans citizens always control those institutions.*”° The new Constitution enabled
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government to forcefully enact policy while preventing it from infringing on the Declaration’s
principles. Importantly, it establishes a legal document, not a person or group of people, as the

ultimate authority over government.*’!

To enjoy these rights Americans would need to uphold certain obligations. For example,
government requires revenue to operate effectively. Citizens must pay taxes, an important and
misunderstood element of sovereignty.*> When people pay taxes, they literally and figuratively
buy into their government and earn the right to participate in state decisions.*”® To successfully
contribute, the population must stay informed about issues facing society and participate in
elections.*”* Voting produces winners and losers, and governments depend upon losers to accept

election outcomes. The peaceful transfer of power represents a hallmark of stable democracy.*”

Citizens must accept their institution’s decisions. Otherwise, the state loses credibility as a
stabilizing force. For example, modern Americans consider slavery a national sin and an obvious
violation of The Declaration of Independence’s values. In 1857, the Supreme Court ruled in its
controversial Dred Scott v. Sanford decision that constitutional protections did not apply to
Americans of African descent.*”® Then Representative Abraham Lincoln from Illinois
emphatically condemned the court’s ruling but stressed the need to adhere to it. In an 1857 speech

Lincoln argued that disregarding the Supreme Court undermines the judicial institution and
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amounts to revolution. Lincoln encouraged the audience to reverse the court’s determination, but

only through the legal means outlined in the Constitution.**’

Although “state” remains a somewhat ambiguous term, the Constitution’s durability and
Articles of Confederation’s failure provide a framework to formulate a definition. A state is an
organized legal system under which society can operate. It frequently holds the only legitimate
mandate to use violence in order to protect citizens, enforce laws, and imprison criminals.**®
Modern democratic states operate through legal institutions such as the judiciary and legislature to
interpret law and create policy. In the United States those institutions operate underneath a legal

document that holds authority over government officials. Through this organization, people can

utilize collective sovereignty to create and implement policy beneficial to citizens.

This paper defines the American state through this Constitutional lens. 1) The state must
remain subservient to laws or a legal framework. 2) In democracies, citizens hold sway over state
functions by voting, staying informed, and paying taxes. 3) A state requires legal institutions to
carry out policy and enforce laws. 4) The population must respect those institutions even when

they disagree with some of their decisions.
What Makes a Deep State?

In 2017 journalist Jamal Khashoggi entered the Saudi Arabian consulate in Istanbul. He
never exited the building.*”® Saudi Arabia is a monarchy and Khashoggi served as editor of a

newspaper that criticized the national power structure, including actions by Crown Prince
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Mohammad Bin Salman.>®® American intelligence officials later learned that Saudi operatives
tortured, killed, and dismembered Khashoggi, possibly acting on the Crown Prince’s orders.>’! In
Saudi Arabia, the monarchy holds ultimate power without needing to appeal to citizens or a
constitution. Many American defense officials believe Bin Salman viewed Khashoggi as a threat

and acted to protect his authority.’%?

The term “deep state” originated in Turkey, the same country where Khashoggi met his
fate. Its story begins after World War Il when America’s Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) began
to secretly fund and train a group of Turkish soldiers to prevent Soviet aggression in the Middle
East.’® Turkey’s proximity to the Soviet Union made it an important strategic ally in President
Harry Turman’s doctrinal policy of containing communism.>%* By utilizing Turkish security forces
Truman helped solidify an ally in the region and develop a check against Soviet power without

deploying American troops.>%

Turkish citizens and politicians never learned of the group nor its connection to the United
States.’*® Then, in the 1970s, Turkey’s Prime Minister Biilent Ecevit discovered the agency. Ecevit
publicly acknowledged its existence in a 1974 speech, calling it the “Special Warfare
Department.”®” He said its goals centered on supporting and protecting Turkey and the Arab
World more broadly from outside threats. In reality, the group carried out covert operations under

the direction of unaccountable foreign administrators.’®® For exposing its existence, the

500 Barnes, Julian E., and Eric Schmitt. “'Tell Your Boss': Recording Is Seen to Link Saudi Crown Prince More Strongly to Khashoggi Killing.” The
New York Times. November 12, 2018.

501 1bid.

502 Barnes & Schmitt. “'Tell Your Boss': Recording Is Seen to Link Saudi Crown Prince More Strongly to Khashoggi Killing.”

503 Filkins, Dexter. "The Deep State." The New Yorker 12 (2012): p. 44.

504 1bid.

505 |bid.

5% |bid., p. 13-14.

507 Sgyler, Mehtap. "Informal institutions, forms of state and democracy: the Turkish deep state." Democratization 20, no. 2 (2013): p. 316.
508 1bid.

76



organization tried to assassinate Ecevit in 1977.°% Over the next two decades the Special Welfare

Department receded from public view.

That changed in 1996 when news outlets reported a happenstance car accident involving a
known drug trafficker riding alongside a former Istanbul police chief and a contemporary member
of the Turkish parliament.’'° The government investigated why establishment political figures rode
in the same car as a drug kingpin.>!! The investigation uncovered a group called Ergenekon which
linked international illegal activity to various Turkish government officials.’'> Between 1996 and
2001 Turkish authorities convicted more than three hundred people connected to Ergenekon,
including members of the military and parliament.’'* Turkish media began to call Ergenekon by
the more colloquial name “Derin Devlet,” which literally translates to “deep state.”>'* Turkey’s
current head of state Recep Tayyip Erdogan indicated that the Turkish deep state continues to
wield influence. In a 2014 television interview, Erdogan stated, “(The Derin Devlet) does exist. It

always has. ..it dates back to Ottoman times.”>!?

The example of Derin Devlet and the killing of Jamal Khashoggi provide a useful
framework from which to define the term “deep state.” As discussed in the previous section,
modern democratic states require strong institutions to carry out policy and protect citizens. In a
constitutional system, those institutions exercise authority through legal, public, official
government channels. A deep state operates through secret, unofficial, and sometimes illegal

government channels. Derin Devlet remained invisible and unaccountable to both Turkish citizens
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and government actors. It acquired power and influence through illegal activity and never appealed

to state authority.

The difference between formal and informal institutions helps clarify the difference
between a state and a deep state. In the United States, the Constitution creates a formal government
framework.’!® The state operates through transparent, legal processes to enact policy and
accomplish goals. A deep state operates through informal, secret political institutions not beholden
to law.’!” Ergenekon held no legal authority and most Turkish citizens and government officials
remained completely unaware of its existence. Its funding, composition, and power derived from
illegal sources outside Turkish government control and often operated with outright hostility

towards Turkey’s elected leaders.

Secrecy composes another important aspect of deep state activity.’'® Bin Salman and the
Saudi consulate employees did hold sovereignty, but kept illegal actions hidden from the public.
Although some formal government actions may remain secret for security purposes, democracies
require transparency to facilitate voter decisions. The U.S. president serves as commander-in-chief
of the armed forces yet remains subservient to citizens.’'® For example, Harry Truman held little
military experience and did not know about the Manhattan Project prior to entering presidential
office.’?° But Truman, not bureaucrats, ultimately decided to drop atomic bombs on Japan in World
War I1.2! America’s electoral system required Truman to face his constituents in 1948 when he

barely won reelection.’?> Americans can remove their nation’s most powerful general if they
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disapprove of his or her performance. Deep state officials in Turkey and Saudi Arabia face no such

repercussions.

This paper uses these examples to drive its definition of a deep state. 1) A deep state
operates in secrecy. 2) Deep state bureaucrats are not accountable to the public nor legal
government institutions. 3) A deep state can legally or illegally hold influence, but officials usually
enact policy through informal channels not enshrined by law. 4) A deep state actively silences

critics who threaten to expose their actions or undermine their authority.
The Administration’s Role

Modern democracy requires robust administration. In 1887 Woodrow Wilson wrote an
article for Political Science Quarterly explaining that while Congress debates and writes policy,
they cannot and should not administer the resulting programs.>>*> Government requires a separate
set of executive actors, without whom legislation proves meaningless.>?* While legislatures are
naturally fragmented and partisan, executive administrators can act quickly and efficiently to
manage crises, complete objectives, and administer reforms. Therefore, administration represents

the practical wing of policy, or “government in action.””?>

The founders disagreed about how to compose the executive branch. In The Federalist, a
series of essays aimed at convincing Americans to support a constitutional system of government,
James Madison and Alexander Hamilton expressed competing views on the subject. Hamilton
favored a strong executive with the power to work quickly and effectively. In Federalist 70

Hamilton writes, “Energy in the executive is a leading character in the definition of good
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government,” and, “Government ill-executed, whatever it may be in theory, must be, in practice,

bad government.”>%¢

Alternately, Madison feared centralized power. In Federalist 51 he explains that human
nature desires to consolidate control.’?’ This ambition inevitably results in each political organ
attempting to absorb as much power and influence as possible. To curb this instinct, Madison
prescribed breaking federal government into separate branches that compete with one another.>28
The resulting structure created three divisions: a legislative branch with the power to make law,
an executive branch with the power to administer law, and a judicial branch with the power to
interpret law. This system enabled each branch of government to check the other two to ensure

none could dominate policy.’*

The Constitution developed further checks against tyranny by instituting a federalist
system. Federalist states create double sovereignty where citizens live underneath both provincial
governments and an overarching central authority.>*° In the United States, the federal government
controls national interests such as the military and interstate commerce while each state
government maintains regional and local interests such as policing and education.>®' Federal
control prevents state governments from violating the Constitution’s principles. In turn, state

authority stops the federal government from overreaching into local affairs.
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Direct voting further diminishes tyranny. Many countries in Europe engaged in some form
of republicanism by the late eighteenth century that often operated through aristocracy.’*? In
today’s European-style parliamentary systems voters choose a party to represent their district and
party leaders choose the head of state on voters’ behalf.>** The United States Constitution created
a system where citizens directly vote for president and governor of their state.’** This approach
forces candidates for executive office to appeal to constituents. Instead of officeholders ascending

to power through hereditation, they need to continuously refresh voter trust.

In Federalist 77 Hamilton explains how direct elections and competition between the
branches creates an efficient administrative state deferential to its citizens.>*® The Constitution
enables the executive to choose the bureaucrats that lead various administrative departments.>*¢
But those bureaucrats depend upon congressional confirmation to enter office.’” This process
instills the president with autonomy to choose his or her own executive employees, but handicaps

any ability to institute a partisan government of self-serving loyalists. Furthermore, Congress can

remove bureaucrats from office when they usurp the Constitutional system.>*

Executive branch employees often serve in their roles for years or decades, much longer
than presidents and most congresspeople. Therefore, they add stability to government and carry
out long-term trans-presidential goals.** For example, in 1961 President John F. Kennedy

announced an ambitious plan to put Americans on the Moon by the end of the decade. The task
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fell to the executive branch’s National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA).>*

Kennedy died in 1963, but his successors Democrat Lyndon Johnson and Republican Richard
Nixon continued the project and successfully landed on the Moon in 1969.5*! If NASA suffered
from partisan politics and employee turnover every two to four years, the government could not

have accomplished this feat.

Administrators came to provide another check on government tyranny.>*? Bureaucrats
frequently amount to experts in various scientific, technological, and humanitarian fields and work
within highly specialized departments dedicated to narrow tasks.’** Like the separate branches of
government, these departments compete with one another for resources, access, and prestige.>**
The longer administrators serve, the more knowledgeable they become about the laws and policies

k.5*> When federal and state politicians enact suspect policy, administrators

that impact their wor
can and do refuse to follow orders.**® Sometimes they blow the whistle on illicit requests to inform

voters of their representatives’ actions. Moreover, knowledgeable administrators can speak to

journalists and government officials to inform the public about complicated issues.>*’

The government uses its executive departments to invest in research and development that
provides social and economic benefits. For example, the tech boom of the early twenty-first
century followed decades of government research.’*® The internet, personal computers, and

smartphones developed from public investments into the world wide web, GPS, and touchscreen
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displays.>** Companies like Apple received early financial support from the federal government’s
Small Business Investment Company program and Google’s search engine borrowed algorithms
from National Science Foundation research.>>° The economic expansion in the 1990s depended on
administrative departments investing in scientific study. In this manner, private enterprise and

government bureaucracy creates a successful symbiosis.

Diversity signifies another strength of the American administrative state. More than 85
percent of executive department employees work outside of Washington, sometimes hundreds or
thousands of miles from the national capital.>>! This distance allows them to complete tasks while
shielded from the partisan bickering of Washington politics.>>* Bureaucrats who live in the
communities they serve often comprehend local issues better than elected representatives.
Moreover, administrative jobs seldom make people rich, famous, or powerful. The average civil
servant earns $80,000 a year, and only half graduated from a four-year college.>>> Women account
for over 40 percent of the federal workforce and federal employees are 63 percent white and 37
percent nonwhite. This ratio closely resembles the nation’s 64 percent white to 38 percent

nonwhite ethnic breakdown.>>*

By comparison, millionaires account for more than half of those elected to Congress in the
last two elections,>> and only 20 percent of congressional representatives are women.’>® Fifteen
current Senators attended Harvard, Yale, or Stanford and every president of the last thirty-five

years other than Joe Biden attended an Ivy League university or law school.>>” The 2018 Congress
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remained 78 percent white and only 22 percent nonwhite.>>® Although conservatives often vilify
the administrative state, bureaucrats demonstrate a fair degree of bipartisanship. Forty percent of
federal employees identify as Republican while 44 percent identify as Democratic.>° Given these
metrics, the federal workforce exists much closer to the American population than elected

representatives.
Administrative Overreach

Despite these benefits, many scholars argue that executive departments can grow too
powerful and violate the Constitution’s separation of powers. However, unlike the examples in
Turkey and Saudi Arabia, American executive departments collect authority through formal
government processes. The Framers wrote the Constitution before the Industrial Revolution,
globalization, and widespread access to mass communication. By the middle of the twentieth
century the federal government ballooned in size and scope to meet the demands of a dynamic,
modern society.’®® Wilson explained that in the early republic, “The functions of government were
simple, because life itself was simple...There was no complex system of public revenues and

public debts to puzzle financiers (or)...financiers to be puzzled.”>¢!

By the late nineteenth century, the Industrial Revolution created a vastly unequal economy.
Industry titans amassed immense wealth while laborers endured low wages, long hours, and unsafe
work environments.>*? Families often sent children under the age of ten to work and those injured

on the job never received adequate compensation.’®® Americans demanded change through
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government, leading to the Progressive Era reforms from the 1890s through the 1920s.°%* Before
long, Congress created the Department of Commerce and Labor in 1903, which later separated
into the Department of Commerce and Department of Labor.>® These executive departments

fought to implement child labor laws, a minimum wage, and workplace safety regulations.*

In the 1930s The Great Depression led to 25 percent unemployment as many Americans
lacked basic resources.>®” Voters elected President Franklin Roosevelt in 1932 for his promise to
take bold government action to fix the economy.’*® He believed the depression undermined the
Declaration’s ideals because, “necessitous men are not free.”** In his first one hundred days in
office Roosevelt instituted a series of reforms known as The New Deal that developed programs

offering citizens access to health care, home ownership, farm subsidies, and Social Security.’” It

571

simultaneously regulated business interests to prevent further labor exploitation.”’”” Some

historians call this period the start of the “modern administrative state” which, “Fundamentally

and irrevocably changed the national purpose.”’?

Many contemporary Americans welcomed government expansion as a necessary step to
combat economic catastrophe but others feared it centralized too much power in the executive
branch.’”® However, Roosevelt did not act in a vacuum to unilaterally accumulate authority.

Instead, Congress facilitated Roosevelt’s government expansion through legislation. For example,
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in 1939 it passed the Federal Reorganization Act, which, among other functions, created the
Executive Office of the President.”’ The new department helped the president support, draft, and
implement policy goals.>”> Though Congress maintained authority to veto any of the president’s
decisions, they never used it.>’® Thus, administrative expansion occurred through, rather than

around, formal government institutions.

Administration critics often note that some executive departments began to accrue quasi-
legislative authority throughout the Roosevelt administration. For example, in the 1930s budding
radio technology helped politicians and journalists communicate political information to the
public.’”” Radio differed from print journalism in several important aspects. Newspapers operate
privately, often controlling all the means of production. Many publishers own their printing
presses, paper, ink, and means of distribution.’’® Alternately, radio broadcasts definitionally
require access to a finite spectrum of publicly owned airwaves.>”® Since broadcasters could not
transmit their programs without government infrastructure, the government maintained a right to

regulate radio transmissions.*%°

In 1934 Congress passed The Communications Act which created the Federal

Communications Commission (FCC).>8!

Congress tasked the with FCC regulating broadcasts, and
the agency’s head reported directly to the president. Some broadcasters accused Roosevelt of using

the department’s rulemaking authority to censor information that countered his agenda.’®? For
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instance, the FCC held authority to grant licenses that allowed radio stations to access the
airwaves.’> Some stations accused the FCC of revoking licenses from broadcasters that criticized
New Deal policies.’®* This kind of activity intensified once the country entered World War Il when
the FCC allegedly censored content that undermined the commander-in-chief’s military

s‘[rategy.5 85

Analysts can disagree with executive agencies obtaining rulemaking authority or any
specific policy implemented by the FCC. But they cannot claim the FCC represents a branch of
the deep state. Congress knowingly empowered the executive branch with the Federal
Communications Act. Therefore, the FCC developed through the Constitution’s formal
framework. Even if the FCC sought to silence New Deal critics its activities occur through formal,
transparent channels. The president replaces the head of the FCC when each new administration
enters office. Its actions sharply contrast with the violent, secret, informal means of censorship

exemplified by the Saudi and Turkish governments.

Any actions that occur through formal institutions can be reversed through the same
processes. As such, Congress addressed concerns surrounding bureaucratic power after World War
II. In 1946 it passed the Administrative Procedure Act which required executive agencies to
publish any proposed executive rules and solicit congressional feedback.’®® In 1984, Congress
amended the “legislative veto” mechanism by requiring executive agencies to submit suggested

rules for approval before they took effect.’®” The ability to reverse course through formal
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institutions sharply contrasts American administrative departments from its deep state

counterparts.
Government Distrust and Bureaucracy

Because the New Deal grew the size of government so extensively, it led to a cycle of
continuously increasing government distrust. Republicans anti-government rhetoric grew into a
central component of their messaging that persists today. But Democrats also vilify government
when Republicans hold power. The rapid decrease in government trust has eroded Congress’ desire
to work across the aisle and led to government gridlock. When Congress is controlled by the party
opposite the president, they often work to quash the administration’s agenda and purposefully stall

the administrative state’s ability to carry out legislation.

Senator Barry Goldwater (R-AZ) was the first major politician to embrace the
“conservative” label.”®® His campaign espoused an anti-government philosophy by criticizing the
continued implementation of New Deal policies. Goldwater and his supporters attacked the
moderate wing of the Republican Party and pushed for small-government conservative policies.’’
Goldwater lost to Democrat Lyndon Johnson in one of the largest landslides in presidential election
history, but his emphasis on government distrust, libertarian principles, and conservatism laid the
foundation for the Reagan Revolution of the 1980s.°”° George Will opined, “Conservatives like to

say Goldwater won in 1964, but it took sixteen years to count all the votes.”>’!
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The Watergate Scandal represented a pivotal moment that diminished Americans’ trust in
their government and harmed the executive department’s reputation.>®? It began in late 1972 when
several people were caught breaking into the Democratic Committee National Headquarters at the
Watergate office building in Washington. The Washington Post uncovered connections between
the break-in and resulting coverup to members of President Nixon’s inner circle.’>® Eventually, the
public came to believe that Nixon used unaccountable political bureaucrats to illegally attack his
political opponents. Because of his small government conservatism, Barry Goldwater became an
594

outspoken critic of Nixon and urged the president to resign from office publicly and privately.

By 1973 Nixon lost support in Congress and resigned from the presidency.>*>

Democrat Jimmy Carter won the 1976 presidential election by painting himself as a
trustworthy smalltown peanut farmer from rural Georgia. His outsider image symbolized the
antithesis of Nixon and Watergate. Carter called America’s executive branch, “A horrible
bureaucratic mess,” and promised to eliminate, “Unnecessary agencies, departments, regulations,
and paperwork.”% In office, Carter reorganized the executive branch, scaled back unpopular
military operations, and attempted to run a more transparent administration.’®” His message

resonated with Americans wary of government establishment in Watergate’s aftermath.

Republicans also pursued an anti-government election strategy. In the 1980 election

California Governor Ronald Reagan defeated Carter by promising to reduce the size of
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government.>® Reagan built upon the Goldwater model and railed against New Deal programs
while arguing for reduced spending and regulations. His philosophy centered on administrative
distrust, referring to government itself as a problem and not a solution.>®® In office, Reagan tried
to abolish several administrative agencies including the Department of Transportation and the

Department of Energy, which he accused of usurping private enterprise’s liberty.5%

Yet for all the conservative rhetoric of the Reagan era, his legacy in reducing the size of
government remains ambiguous. For example, Reagan viewed farmers as an important bloc in his
election constituency and supported policies that called for economic independence for

' However, spending on farm subsidies rose dramatically during the Reagan

agriculture.®
presidency and the government spent more on farming in the final year of his term than any other
president spent during their entire tenure.’*> Because of his emphasis on “peace through strength”
Reagan recorded three of the highest increases in military spending in American history.®® For all

their talk of limited government, few Republicans actually reduced the size of government when

their party held office.

Anti-bureaucracy rhetoric continued into the twenty-first century. In the aftermath of the
2007-2008 housing crisis and decreasing popularity of the 2003 Iraq War, Americans grew tired
of professional politicians who only cared about holding onto power.%** Barack Obama ran his

2008 presidential campaign by presenting himself as an outsider who promised to change
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Washington.®®> One of his most consistent messages accused the George W. Bush administration
of promoting foreign policy preferences based on business interests. For example, Vice President
Dick Cheney had previously served on the board of the private contract firm Halliburton.®% In
2003, Bush sent over a hundred thousand troops to invade Iraq and the resulting war lasted for
eight years. To fund the war, private companies bid on contracts to manufacture weapons, food,
vehicles, and armor. Halliburton was awarded over 52 percent of all contracts which totaled over
$40 billion.®°” By comparison, the second and third highest earning contract companies won $13
billion in contracts combined.®®® Further, half of the contracts awarded to Halliburton never entered
the bidding process.®® Obama and his supporters used the Cheney-Halliburton connection to

symbolize bureaucracy grown too powerful.

In the 2012 Republican presidential primaries Texas governor Rick Perry campaigned on
a plan to eliminate several executive departments including the Department of Energy.®!? Then, in
2017, President Trump nominated Perry to serve as his Secretary of Energy. In his nominating
hearing, Perry disavowed his previous proposal, stating, “After being briefed on so many of the
vital functions of the Department of Energy, I regret recommending its elimination.” The
Department of Energy spends 90 percent of its budget on private contracts and works with private
firms to implement most of its programs.®!! Perry realized that eliminating the department would

diminish bureaucrats from conducting invaluable research and assisting private enterprise.
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Republicans began to embrace anti-big-government positions since at least the 1960s and
continue to attack executive agencies today.®'? In 2016 rightwing thinktank The Heritage
Foundation released a report saying bureaucratic agencies created over twenty thousand rules
between 2009 and 2016 which unfairly regulated private enterprise.’!® Heritage called these rules
both ineffective and illegal since rulemaking amounts to “de facto” legislation.’* The report
concluded that most Americans want, “Smaller government with fewer services.”®'® Despite such
analysis, politicians rarely slash government programs after entering office. Americans say they
want smaller government, but never identify specific places to cut services from the federal budget.
In fact, various polling agencies found that voters support the continuation of nearly every

government service.5'®

Watergate catalyzed a cycle of political parties attacking one another through anti-
establishment themes. When Americans hear their politicians demonizing the administrative state,
it leads to widespread government distrust. Pew reports that in 1958, 73 percent of Americans
trusted government to, “do what’s right.”®!” That figure dropped to 36 percent by 1974 and 28
percent by 1980. In recent years, distrust hit a new low, even as Watergate recedes from public

consiousness. By 2022 only 20 percent of Americans said they trusted their government.5!®
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Conclusion: The Steady State

In 2017, far-right website Breitbart News publicized a report from the Senate Homeland
Security and Governmental Affairs Committee saying Trump faced seven times more leaks during
the first 126 days of his administration than the previous two presidents did during the entirety of
their terms.%!” It further reported that the Trump White House experienced at least 125 leaks in its
first year compared to only eighteen under Obama.®?° Later, a National Security Council memo
stated that bureaucrats believed Trump represents, “An existential threat to the cultural Marxist
memes that dominate the prevailing cultural narrative,” and endangered, “Deep state actors

globalists, bankers, Islamists, and establishment Republicans.”%?!

Even if Breitbart’s claims proved true, leaks do not prove deep state corruption. Quite the
opposite, leaks provide a path for administrators to curb corruption. In 2018 The New York Times
ran an anonymous op-ed entitled, “I Am Part of the Resistance Inside the Trump
Administration.”®?? The author, later revealed to be Department of Homeland Security Chief of
Staff Miles Taylor, stated that some administrators worked against President Trump to protect the
Constitutional system. “Many of the senior officials in his own administration are working
diligently from within to frustrate parts of his agenda and his worst inclinations,” He wrote. “I

would know. I am one of them." %

Taylor went on to explain why some appointees in federal executive departments felt the

need to act against the president. Defense bureaucrats took their vow to protect and preserve
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America’s political institutions seriously.®?* In private, senior officials expressed discomfort with
Trump’s rhetoric, behavior, and leadership style. The president held virtually zero political
experience and never defected to administration expertise before making decisions. Defense
department bureaucrats worked against Trump’s agenda when they believed he usurped his
authority or gave illegal orders. “This isn’t the work of the so-called deep state,” Taylor concluded.

“It’s the work of the steady state.”%’

Administrators represent one of the few consistently nonpartisan forces in government.
Executive departments must fulfill their obligations regardless of which party holds power in
Congress and the White House. Administrative employees do not face elections and therefore learn
to work with Republican, Democratic, and independent politicians. NASA doesn’t change course
because its employees disagree with the president’s position on a certain issue. State department

officials do not go on strike when Congress passes a bill they disagree with.

Administrators ensure Congress’ plans get implemented, keep citizens safe, and perform
essential government roles like delivering mail, patrolling the coasts, and assisting private
companies with research and development. The United States Constitution provides several layers
of protection against government tyranny to ensure career bureaucrats cannot accumulate too much
power. Successful politicians work in tandem with federal employees and rely upon their vast
experience to efficiently implement policy. Those who enter office railing against the bureaucracy
either adapt and benefit from administrators’ expertise or continue to fight administrative agencies
and fail to implement policy. In this sense, administration represents the backbone of American

government.
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Though the situation in Turkey and Saudi Arabia do not correlate to the administrative state
in the United States, the example of the Derin Devlet bears relevance by helping to explain
conspiratorial thinking. The Truman administration helped create the Turkish deep state in the as
a means to combat Soviet aggression in the region. Cold War policy legitimately necessitated some
level of secrecy to protect elements of government action at home and abroad. Truman’s actions
lent some credibility to conspiratorial thinking that accused the government of engaging in covert

action.

This directly leads to the modern Trump supporter’s belief in a deep state. Americans know
their government sometimes engages in covert operations, so Trump can accuse the government
of corruption without providing concrete evidence. In this manner, Trump uses the term “deep
state” in the same way he uses “fake news.” The label undermines the administrative state’s
credibility. When Trump calls executive agencies a part of the deep state, it forces the employees
of those agencies to act defensively. Audiences who frequent websites like Infowars and Breitbart
have long consumed conspiratorial information, so Trump’s accusations of deep state activity
reinforce their beliefs. Attempts to counter those claims only serve as more evidence that
“confirms” their suspicions. Establishment government organizations with no credibility cannot

effectively rebuke such attacks.

Polarization and government distrust form a dangerous pact. When Trump won the
presidency, it catapulted conspiratorial paranoia and fear into the mainstream political narrative.
Republicans failed their responsibility to reign in this dangerous rhetoric, but also struggled to
curtail conspiracy thinking because of weakened political institutions. Administrative agencies
characterize the foundation of a steady state. They protect the national interests and well-being of

a given population. Attacking these political institutions prevent a nation from flourishing.
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CONCLUSION

This thesis posits that American politicians and voters increasingly embrace anti-
establishment ideas. Specifically, it considers the public’s diminished respect for legacy media,
political party leadership, and administrative agencies. Widespread distrust of these establishment
institutions undermines the national purpose, polarizes the electorate, and weakens the country’s
ability to implement reforms. President Trump succeeded in the 2016 election and throughout his
presidency by condemning the press, attacking politicians who criticized his policies, and
destabilizing voters’ trust in bureaucrats. However, establishment distrust did not begin in 2016.
It built over decades from technological, social, and political changes that challenged the status

quo and subverted safeguards that historically protected government from populism.
Summary

Chapter I discussed diminished media authority. Free democracies depend on informed
citizens making wise choices about their government.%® The American founders understood that
an independent press helps achieve this goal.?” The internet facilitated less accurate media
agencies to find wide audiences and spread propaganda. Today, many people only interact with
information that reinforces their beliefs and never connect with alternate viewpoints.*® Fewer
Americans hold the capacity to properly consume and digest news, leading to a poorly informed

nation unable to engage in civic reasoning.% President Trump used terms like “fake news” to
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eschew negative coverage which both exploited and further undermined the media’s credibility.

Because of anti-establishment thinking, the press could not effectively rebuke these attacks.

Chapter II discussed weakened political parties. The American founders were initially
reluctant to develop parties, but soon learned they could not accomplish much in office without
organization.%*° Parties help government build coalitions, refine policy, implement reforms, and
provide accountability.5*! Primaries diminished party control throughout the twentieth century as
the nominating process became democratized.®*? The internet and a series of court decisions
empowered individual campaigns to solicit funds outside the mediating force of party apparatus.®*3
By the 2010s, candidates no longer needed parties to access ballots, communicate with voters, or
raise money.%** As a result, some campaigns began to succeed by adopting populist rhetoric and
actively running against the party leadership they hoped to represent.>> In 2016 Donald Trump
and Bernie Sanders laid the blueprint for the anti-establishment campaign strategy. Weakened

party leadership struggled to curb these outsider campaigns.

Chapter Il discussed the diminished standing of executive departments in the United
States. A state requires strong administrative agencies to protect liberty, limit corruption, and enact
policy.®*¢ The administrative state grew and accumulated authority throughout the twentieth

century to meet the changing demands of a modernizing society.%’” Government distrust exploded
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after Watergate and voter support for political institutions deteriorated.®*® But administrators often
understand policy and government processes better than elected representatives.®*® Further, the
bureaucracy helps check presidential and legislative power.%*° Donald Trump used the term “deep
state” to liken America’s administrative agencies to corrupt organizations in Saudi Arabia and
Turkey. But the situation in the United States does not correlate to these countries. American

bureaucrats operate through transparent, legal, and formal processes.

The preceding chapters argue that the press, political parties, and administrative
departments suffer from weakened public standing which harms the national interest. After Trump
won the 2016 presidential election, a bevy of likeminded individuals ran for office with anti-
establishment messages. While different areas of government should check each other’s power,
the modern political arena has turned competition into combat. In the 2022 midterms, candidates
for governor, Senate, and the House openly stated their intention to disregard election results if
they lost.**! Unfortunately, voters do not seem willing to hold these candidates accountable.
Instead, they connect with anti-establishment rhetoric and vote for politicians that promise to fight
the system. Such ideas once lived on the fringes of American politics, but outlets like Infowars

and candidates like Trump brought this thinking into the mainstream.

In the last several years a number of issues demonstrated the danger of weakened political
institutions in the United States. Perhaps none more prominent than the American government’s

inability to unite the country during a pandemic.
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COVID-19 in The United States and Denmark

Crises often expose and intensify troubles lurking in society and the COVID-19 pandemic
revealed gaps in the America’s healthcare system, reinforced its political divisions, and further
eroded trust in its political institutions. The respiratory virus first appeared in Wuhan, China in late
2019 and quickly spread through the world.®*> The United States suffered its first COVID-19
deaths in February 2020 and before long millions of Americans contracted the disease.®** Problems
began to mount as patients overran hospitals that increasingly lacked the resources and personnel
to operate. By March 6, President Trump declared a national emergency and allocated more than

$8 billion to combat the pandemic.®*

People transfer COVID-19 by breathing airborne germs in close proximity with one
another. Therefore, the medical establishment recommended a policy of social distancing to curb
transmission rates.**> Forty-two U.S. states and territories administered stay-at-home orders that
impacted more than 75 percent of the population.®*® Businesses laid off record numbers of
employees, leading to a 15 percent unemployment rate, the highest since the Great Depression.%4’
School lockdowns prevented 55 million students from attending class.®*® Despite these measures,

over a million Americans died in just over two years.**

Debates surrounding how to combat COVID-19 typically split along partisan lines. Early

evidence suggested hydroxychloroquine treated the virus, but later clinical trials found the drug
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ineffective.®>® Conservatives continued to favor hydroxychloroquine as a safe and useful remedy
while liberals mocked its recommendation.®>! Democratic governors and mayors routinely issued
facemask mandates for anyone entering indoor establishments.®*> Many Republican political
leaders said those mandates infringed on liberty. The left generally favored policies that restricted

large gatherings as the right fought to reopen schools, businesses, and places of worship.%>?

Effectively combating a public health crisis like COVID-19 requires strong leadership and
robust political institutions working cohesively within civil society. Public health agencies such as
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) need to carefully study the virus and report
its findings to government officials. Elected representatives must soberly consider expert
conclusions to pass coherent legislation. Executive departments can then enact policy and mobilize
resources to help the public as quickly and efficiently as possible. The media should communicate

complex information to help audiences understand the disease and the government’s response.

Growing skepticism towards establishment institutions prevented the United States from
successfully coordinating a response. Pew Research reported that in April 2020, 83 percent of
Americans trusted the CDC. By September only two-thirds held the same view.®** Dr. Anthony
Fauci, Director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, came to represent the
face of the medical establishment’s COVID-19 response. In April over 80 percent of Americans
held a positive view of Fauci, but by September his favorability fell to 68 percent.®>® These figures

diminished more significantly amongst Republicans. In April, 90 percent of Republicans trusted
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the CDC and 70 percent favored Fauci.®® By September those ratings dropped to 60 and 48

percent, respectively.®>’

The weakened media establishment could not effectively communicate crucial information
to the public. Gallup found that only 16 percent of Americans expressed a great deal of faith in
newspapers and only 11 percent felt they could rely on television news.®>® This distrust manifested
in a misinformed public acquiring information from various inaccurate internet sources. A 2021
Journal of Elections, Public Opinion, and Parties report documented that half of respondents
called COVID-19 a Chinese bioweapon.®® A third said the government already developed a
vaccine but kept it hidden.®®® Moreover, Americans lacked a basic understanding of the virus itself.
Most respondents thought septuagenarians exposed to COVID-19 suffered a 50 percent deathrate
when the real figure sat closer to one-half of 1 percent.®®! Nobody in government nor legacy media

ever communicated this disinformation.®? It came from alternate sources.

A 2022 Behavioral Therapy study found that individuals who trust political institutions
fare better when dealing with devastating events like pandemics and natural disasters.®®® This
occurs for two reasons. First, people who trust the advice of government’s institutions are more
likely to follow their recommendations.®® Second, confidence in establishment institutions

benefits a person’s mental well-being.®®> Those who have faith in their community and government
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demonstrate reduced rates of depression, fear, anxiety, and stress.®*® They feel more confident that
they live in a just, orderly, and predictable environment that offers access to resources and controls
difficult situations.®®’ The resulting emotional stability and happiness correlates with more positive

medical outcomes.

Countries with stronger political institutions responded to the pandemic more effectively.
For example, Denmark’s government agencies exercise considerable regulatory control over social
programs.®®® Contrary to what anti-establishment Americans may believe, these political
institutions do not infringe upon liberty. The Human Development Index ranks Denmark the third
freest and tenth most developed country in the world.®® The nation’s health administrators
contribute to and protect its freedom and development. Moreover, Danes express a great deal of
trust in their government and enthusiastically participate in the citizen-state relationship.5”
Denmark.dk, the official government website, says, “Trust forms the basis of most social

interactions as well as business and government (in Denmark).”¢"!

On March 11, 2020, Danish Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen announced a proposal to
close the nation’s borders, ban large gathering, shut down schools, and discourage public
transportation.®’?> The government would implement the plan by March 16 but requested the public
act in accordance with the medical establishment’s recommendations as soon as possible.®”* Danes

adopted the government’s policies almost immediately without coercion or legal force. As a result,
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healthcare officials held the capacity to act quickly and precisely. They prioritized COVID-19

patients in hospitals, reorganized medical resources, and effectively managed emergency care.’’*

In 2021, Reporters Without Borders ranked the Danish press the sixth freest in the world
based on criteria such as pluralism, media independence, self-censorship, transparency,
infrastructure, and the free flow of information on the internet.®’> By comparison, The United
States ranked thirty-second.®’® The Danish media did not exploit its freedom to chase ratings by
presenting conspiratorial misinformation to the public.%”” The conspiracy theories common on
websites like Infowars and Breitbart are virtually nonexistent in the Danish press.®’® Danes
consumed consistently accurate and important COVID-19 information underscored through a

belief in the nation’s media institutions.®”’

Denmark’s parliamentary political system houses two major political parties and several
others with significant representation in government. Danish citizens differ on many important
political matters, but do not distrust their political parties as intensely as Americans. Therefore,
the government unified to develop and enact an effective plan to fight the pandemic. As a result,
the country managed to reopen parts of its economy only a few months after the initial
lockdowns.%® Ultimately, Denmark reported less than seven thousand total COVID-19 deaths.®"!
It’s northern Scandinavian neighbor Sweden, with a similar-sized but less concentrated population,

did not institute lockdowns and suffered almost twenty thousand deaths.®%?
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Denmark can implement policies more easily than the United States because of its smaller
population of around six million people. China’s pandemic response might serve as another point
of comparison. Even though the virus originated in their country, the Chinese demonstrated
increasing faith in their establishment institutions throughout the crisis.®®® Canada’s York
University conducted a poll among 20,000 Chinese citizens in the midst of the pandemic. Over
half of respondents said they trusted government officials more because of the government’s
response, compared to only 3 percent who said they trusted their government less.*®* Ninety
percent trusted most of the information communicated through Chinese media.%®® Through strong
national healthcare institution, the Chinese government fully vaccinated over 1.2 billion of China’s
1.4 billion citizens by January 2022. Alternately, over 73 million Americans were still completely

unvaccinated by the start of 2022, representing over 20 percent of the population. 8

Denmark is a small country in northern Europe and China is a communist country with a
massive population. Neither serves as a perfect comparison to the United States. But China’s
influence continues to increase on the global stage as it pulled 800 million people out of poverty
over the last forty years.®” Denmark consistently ranks as one of the freest, most developed, and
happiest nations in the world. Both of these states implemented policies to combat COVID-19
more easily than the United States because of populations that trust their national establishments

and embrace the personal obligations inherent to the citizen-state relationship.
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Institutional Design Protects Elections

The American founders created the electoral college to limit the possibility of corruption
in presidential elections. Americans do not directly elect their president and the person with the
most votes does not always win. Instead, Americans choose their president through the electoral
college.®®® Voters in all fifty states and the District of Columbia (D.C.) participate in individual
state election systems, and the state allocates electors based on pre-determined legal standards.
The number of electors granted to each state depends on the state’s population as a proportion of
the national total.%®® Forty-eight of the fifty states and D.C. institute a winner-take-all system where

the candidate who wins the state’s popular vote earns all the state’s electors.’°

This federalist system significantly reduces the likelihood of widespread voter fraud. Since
states control their own electoral processes and assign electors as they choose, federal
administrators hold virtually no role in choosing the president. In 2016, Democrat Hillary Clinton
earned three million more votes that Donald Trump, but still lost the presidency.®! This method’s
value was identified by Gouverneur Morris at the Constitutional Convention, who said, “As the
electors would vote at the same time throughout the U.S. and at so great a distance from each other,

the great evil of cabal was avoided. It would be impossible to corrupt them.”%%?

States generally hire ballot counters through county election boards.®®> Some states break
county election boards into smaller districts. Election tallying is controlled by between seven

thousand and ten thousand local election managers composed of people who live within the

688 Nguyen, Anh Duy. ""Whose Electors? Our Electors!": Due Process as a Safeguard against Legislative Direct Appointment of Presidential
Electors after an Election." BCL Rev. 63 (2022): p. 408.

689 |bid., p. 415.

6% |pid., p. 413.

61 |pid., p. 437.

92 Lynn, Audrey J. "The Continuing Validity of the Electoral College: A Quantitative Confirmation." ConLawNOW 11 (2019): p. 6.

93 Tyrner, Karen. “How Ballots Are Actually Counted, Explained by 3 Election Officials.” Vox. November 3, 2020.

105



communities they serve.®** Counting does not begin until polls close on election night in order to
prevent early indication of how a state might lean. Those who run elections may hold partisan

political views but primarily concern themselves with ensuring election integrity.%*>

Voter fraud on a level that could impact a president election would need to occur in
thousands of different localities run by thousands of election officials.®®® Joe Biden defeated
Donald Trump in several states with Republican governors and others with Republican state
legislatures. Three of 2020’s most hotly contested swing states (Arizona, Georgia, New
Hampshire) had Republican governors and five (Arizona, Georgia, Michigan, Pennsylvania,
Wisconsin) had Republican state legislatures.®®” Many of the elected representatives of these states
supported Trump’s candidacy and would not have participated in election rigging against the
Republican candidate. For example, Georgia’s Republican Secretary of State supported and voted
for President Trump but consistently confirmed that voter integrity superseded his partisan

interests.%%%

Still, many Republicans continue to assert the 2020 election suffered from a lack of
security, with some even accusing a deep state of effectively rigging the election. President Trump
Tweeted more than seventeen-hundred times between November 2020 and January 2021 that
Democrats “stole” the election.®” Unfortunately, such claims did not exist in a vacuum. One-

hundred-forty-seven Republicans in the House and Senate voted to contest the election’s
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validity.”® Worse, they undertook this action after the events of January 6, 2021 when protestors
stormed the Capitol. Not even a direct, violent attack on the democratic process convinced

Republicans to project trust in the nation’s political institutions.

Vote rigging allegations without evidence severely undermine democracy and add to
establishment distrust. When popular political figures allege election insecurity, their supporters
often believe the allegations.””! Even those who do not believe an individual election was rigged
become less confident in elections generally.”®?> The founders specifically designed the United
States Constitutional to limit the possibility of presidential election rigging. Thus far, no
convincing evidence has suggested that numerous states, many with Republican governors and
state legislatures, fixed the election. The media, political party leaders, and bureaucrats could not

counter Trump’s claims because of their diminished standing.
Limitations

Elections are emotional events that can impact the way people behave.”® Further
psychological analysis about election corruption would help illuminate whether these fears may
subside in the next several years. This paper attempts to compare the United States to other
countries, but no two countries serve as perfect points of comparison. The United States is unique
with its large population, diversity, short history, emphasis on liberty, and geographic location.
Further, technology continues to develop and change. Similar concerns about media surfaced

following the creation of the printing press, radio, and television. As the internet continues to

700 Yourish, Karen, Larry Buchanan, and Denise Lu. “The 147 Republicans Who Voted to Overturn Election Results.” The New York Times.
January 7, 2021.

701 Albertson & Guiler, "Conspiracy theories, election rigging, and support for democratic norms.,” p. 2.

792 |bid., p. 6.

703 |bid., p. 2.
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change politics, it is possible that legislation or better technology could curb some of the problems

expressed in the preceding chapters.

However, it is clear that all states require robust political institutions to effectively govern.
The media, political parties, and administrators represent some of the most important political
institutions necessary to maintain a stable government. Freedom in political institutions remain
usually signals freedom more generally in the daily lives of the population. The United States has
always maintained press freedom, a multi-party political system, and administrators who work for

the population rather than a monarch.

The United States guarantees its citizens the freedom to criticize their establishment. In the
modern era, establishment criticism has become a common occurrence and almost completely
unchallenged. Perhaps Americans are failing their obligation to remain informed by absorbing
various media sources and factchecking the information. Or maybe citizens are simply failing the
Lincoln test of accepting institution’s decisions and actions. These questions exist somewhat
beyond the scope of this paper, which identifies establishment distrust as a major concern,

examines the reasons it continues to grow, and applies it to recent issues.
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