
   

Copyright  and  Reuse:  Copyright  and  Moral  Rights  remain  with  the  author(s)  and/or

copyright  holders.  Copies  of  full  items  can  be  used  for  personal  research  or  study,

educational, or not-for-profit purposes without prior permission or charge, unless otherwise

indicated,  provided  that  the  authors,  title  and  full  bibliographic  details  are  credited,  a

hyperlink and/or URL is given for the original metadata page and the content is not changed

in any way. For full details of reuse please refer to City Research Online policy.

City Research Online:            http://openaccess.city.ac.uk/            publications@citystgeorges.ac.uk

Citation:  Parmar, I. (2021). Trump’s Coup and Insurrection: Biden’s Challenge 
and Opportunity. Insight Turkey, 23(Winter 2021), pp. 35-50. doi: 
10.25253/99.2021231.4 

This is the published version of the paper.

This version of the publication may differ from the final published version. To cite 
this item please consult the publisher's version.

Permanent repository link: https://openaccess.city.ac.uk/id/eprint/25800/

Link to published version: https://doi.org/10.25253/99.2021231.4

City Research Online
City St George’s, University of London

https://openaccess.city.ac.uk/policies.html
mailto:publications@citystgeorges.ac.uk
http://openaccess.city.ac.uk/


TRUMP’S COUP AND INSURRECTION: BIDEN’S CHALLENGE AND OPPORTUNITY

2021 Wınter 35

COMMENTARY

Insight Turkey 2021 
Vol. 23 / No. 1 / pp. 35-50

Received Date: 05/02/2021  •  Accepted Date: 20/02/2021  •  DOI: 10.25253/99.2021231.4

Trump’s Coup and Insurrection: 
Biden’s Challenge and Opportunity

INDERJEET PARMAR
City, University of London, UK

ORCID No: 0000-0001-8688-9020

ABSTRACT President Donald Trump’s attempted coup and insurrection’s 
political effects are set to continue in the future because the enabling 
conditions have deep historical roots, its support reaches far into 
the U.S. state, broad sections of the Republican Party and elector-
ate, military, and law enforcement. It will have national and global 
implications. There is a feeling that the imperial homeland is on the 
brink of a descent into the abyss. Although the U.S. political system 
appears to have squeaked through a major stress test, the political re-
verberations of Trumpism will remain for some time to come. There 
is no ‘return to normalcy’ the country craves for, without reforms to 
a system that advantages the politics of extremism in the Republican 
Party. President Biden has the challenge and opportunity to extir-
pate Trumpism and white supremacy from the U.S. body politic –but 
does he have the political will?
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Introduction

President Donald Trump’s at-
tempted coup and insurrec-
tion’s political effects are set to 

continue in the future because the 
enabling conditions have deep his-
torical roots, its support reaches far 
into the U.S. state, broad sections of 
the Republican Party (sometimes re-
ferred to as the GOP or Grand Old 
Party) and electorate, military, and 
law enforcement. That it was a coup 
attempt is in no doubt –it was openly 
declared as an attempt to reverse 
the results of a democratic election. 
Yet, the very fact of the attempted 
coup, the insurrectionary attacks on 
the Capitol as well as on numerous 
state capitols across the country, and 

how the U.S. authorities handle the 
perpetrators will have national and 
global consequences. The U.S. may 
not be exceptional, but it is no or-
dinary state. It is the world’s pivotal 
state, and what happens there re-
verberates around the world. There 
is a feeling that the imperial home-
land is on the brink of a descent 
into the abyss.1 Nevertheless, due 
to the courts, state and county-level 
election officials, the decisive elec-

toral defeat of Trump, and the sheer 
weight of popular opinion, the U.S. 
political system appears to have 
squeaked through a major stress 
test. But the political reverberations 
of Trumpism will remain for some 
time to come.2 There is no ‘return to 
normalcy’ the country craves, with-
out reforms to a system that advan-
tages the politics of extremism in the 
Republican Party.3

The Legitimacy Crisis Is Deep, 
Historically-Rooted, and Has 
Global Implications

This quotation from an Italian revo-
lutionary philosopher from a century 
ago sums up a core aspect of the cri-
ses of American elite legitimacy –the 
loss of popular authority of a hol-
lowed-out shell of a state and its ac-
companying political parties: 

At a certain point in their historical 
lives, social classes become detached 
from their traditional parties. In 
other words, the traditional parties 
in that particular organizational 
form, with the particular men or 
women who constitute, represent 
and lead them, are no longer recog-
nized by their class (or fraction of a 
class) as its expression. When such 
crises occur, the immediate situation 
becomes delicate and dangerous, 
because the field is open for violent 
solutions, for the activities of un-
known forces, represented by charis-
matic ‘men of destiny.’4

America’s recent uprisings, whether 
opposing institutional racism, police 

There is no ‘return to normalcy’ 
the country craves, without 
reforms to a system that 
advantages the politics of 
extremism in the Republican 
Party
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brutality, and COVID-19 misman-
agement, or supporting the baseless 
post-truth Trump-manufactured al-
legations of a ‘stolen election’ –tell the 
tale of a divisive, authoritarian, and 
incompetent president and Ameri-
ca First’s coercive ultra-nationalism. 
It is a story underpinned by a de-
cades-long trend of rising inequality 
and declining life chances whose ori-
gins go back to the Reagan revolution 
and the end of the New Deal order. 
Since then, ‘government’ as an idea 
has been viewed by political elites as 
the problem, not the solution to so-
cial ills. According to a recent RAND 
Corporation study, economic in-
equality climbed in the 1990s and has 
seen a massive transfer of wealth from 
the lower 90 percent of the U.S. popu-
lation to the ultra-rich of around $47 
trillion.5 A new report by the Institute 
for Policy Studies (IPS) and Amer-
icans for Tax Fairness (ATF) shows 
that “the collective wealth of Amer-
ica’s 651 billionaires has jumped by 
over $1 trillion since roughly the be-
ginning of the COVID-19 pandemic 
to a total of $4 trillion... Combined, 
just the top 10 billionaires are now 
worth more than $1 trillion.”6 Ameri-
ca is reacting militarily and coercively 
as its global positions are increasingly 
challenged, its domestic governance 
structures hollowed out by decades of 
tax cuts and open hostility to the idea 
of government, a domestic popula-
tion losing faith and challenging the 
establishment. It increasingly resem-
bles a failing state, which a majority 
of its people think is heading in the 
wrong direction.7 Almost 80 percent 
of Americans agree that their country 
is ‘falling apart.’8

The depth of the problem enables –
an admittedly self-serving– Zimba-
bwean President Mnangagwa to tie 
U.S. sanctions against his country to 
the attack on the Capitol, arguing that 
“the U.S. has no moral right to pun-
ish another nation under the guise 
of upholding democracy.”9 The Ven-
ezuelan government contended that 
the “political polarization and the 
spiral of violence” the U.S. is experi-
encing echoes “what it has generated 
in other countries with its policies of 
aggression.”10 But more worryingly, 
core G7 states and allies like Canada 
made contingency plans to cope with 
post-election political violence in the 
United States.

The Insurrection Was Planned

According to the Wall Street Journal 
–a staunch ally of right-wing author-
itarianism and the Trump regime– 
there was no “threat assessment” by 
either the Federal Bureau of Inves-
tigation (FBI) or the Department of 
Homeland Security regarding the 
planned and much-publicized pro-
Trump demonstrations.11 Such as-
sessments are, however, routinely 
made ahead of what have been 
largely peaceful leftist and anti-fascist 
demonstrations. 

The Washington Post noted that the 
Department of Defense had disarmed 
the Washington D.C. national guard 
ahead of the rally, knowing it would 
delay mobilization and deployment 
should the need arise. The Post noted 
that “the Pentagon prohibited the 
District’s guardsmen from receiving 



INDERJEET PARMARCOMMENTARY

38 Insight Turkey

ammunition or riot gear, interact-
ing with protestors unless necessary 
for self-defense, sharing equipment 
with local law enforcement, or us-
ing Guard surveillance and air assets 
without the defense secretary’s ex-
plicit sign-off…”12

Recent reports have emerged to sug-
gest that some of the people who 
stormed the U.S. Capitol planned to 
kidnap and assassinate members of 
Congress. They were armed with au-
tomatic weapons, pipe bombs, tear 
gas, and restraints. 

As numerous reports show, there are 
significant levels of white suprema-
cist and right-wing militia infiltra-
tion of America’s police and other law 
enforcement agencies. A 2017 FBI 
report indicated that white suprema-
cists pose a ‘persistent threat of lethal 
violence’ that has produced more fa-
talities than any other category of do-
mestic terrorists since 2000. Internal 
FBI policy documents also warned 
agents assigned to domestic terrorism 
cases that the white supremacist and 
anti-government militia groups they 
investigate often have ‘active links’ 

to law enforcement officials. Unsur-
prisingly, few police departments 
prohibit officers from joining white 
supremacist organizations, while the 
Department of Justice has no strategy 
to deal with the issue.13 

There are also indications that Trump 
has a strong following –possibly 
numbering in the thousands– within 
the U.S. military. Thomas Kolditz, a 
retired U.S. army brigadier general, 
argued that the January 6, 2021 as-
sault on the Capitol was “an insur-
gency, a crime against the state,” and 
called for Pentagon leadership to root 
out “sleeper cells…in the military 
who…think an insurgency is a good 
idea…”14 

Billionaires Stand behind 
Trumpism

There is little that is truly sponta-
neous about what’s been happening 
in U.S. right-wing politics for the past 
two decades at least. And despite our 
yearning to hold a specific individual 
responsible, individuals are enabled 
by structures, forces, and conditions 
beyond their control or making.

The most significant driver in the de-
velopment of right-wing populism 
arises from specific initiatives of bil-
lionaire right-wing donor networks, 
especially the Koch brothers’ com-
plex. This includes the Mercer and 
DeVos families and Sheldon Adel-
son, among others who are central to 
Koch donor networks. They may dis-
agree on aspects of Trump’s ‘conser-
vatism’ and leadership style but share 

The most significant driver in 
the development of right-wing 
populism arises from specific 
initiatives of billionaire 
right-wing donor networks, 
especially the Koch brothers’ 
complex
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a love of limited government (with 
coercive policing), corporate welfare, 
low taxes, and a war on the poor.15

According to research at Harvard led 
by Professor Theda Skocpol, from 
around 2003, Koch et al. united and 
invested billions of dollars to build a 
major ecosystem of faux grassroots 
(astroturf) organizations, and net-
worked with policy advocacy, ideo-
logical, and protest groups staffed by 
over 2.5 million largely paid ‘volun-
teers’ across the U.S.16

The Tea Party exploded onto the 
scene, with Koch network funding 
and organizational support in and 
around the GOP across numerous 
states, driving the party’s elected 

representatives further to the right 
than the GOP’s own voters. They cre-
ated the machinery for the extreme 
right that provided the platform for 
Trump’s racist ‘birther’ movement, 
his incendiary 2016 election cam-
paign, and mobilization of white 
supremacists and neo-Nazis in the 
country.17

The GOP establishment called these 
right-wingers ‘bomb-throwers.’ They 
knew what was happening and aided, 
abetted and appeased the extreme 
right; indeed, they benefitted elec-
torally in 2010, declaring President 
Barack Obama an illegitimate presi-
dent leading an illegitimate political 
party. In 2020, they refused to chal-
lenge Trump’s lies about the election 

U.S. President 
Donald Trump’s 
supporters gather 
outside before 
storming the 
Capitol building in  
Washington D.C., 
on January 6, 
2021.

TAYFUN COŞKUN /  
AA



INDERJEET PARMARCOMMENTARY

40 Insight Turkey

results. The gap between right-wing-
inspired, propaganda-induced beliefs 
and real-world realities opened into 
a chasm, as the U.S. sank into post-
truth politics.

But the Koch-constructed infrastruc-
ture of extremism was also aided by 
the likes of the Heritage Foundation, 
whose leaders had declared as far 
back as 1991 that they wished to build 
a ‘conservative’ establishment of me-
dia, think-tanks and advocacy groups 
to wrest power from liberals and the 
left. They were establishing the he-
gemony of conservative ideas, laws 
and institutions.18 Billionaire Rupert 
Murdoch’s Fox News was surely one 
of their greatest triumphs, though it’s 
now victim of the monster created by 
its own news division, under Roger 
Ailes.

That Koch-manufactured ecosystem 
blossomed, showered with millions 
of dollars of ‘dark money,’19 and was 
used during the Trump years, par-
ticularly by the far right to organize 
protests, including armed resistance 
to COVID-19 lockdowns. Though 
encouraged by Trump, they were not 
and are not subject entirely to his or 
GOP control.

The Right-Wing Tip of the Spear

Yet, billionaire donor networks did 
not just build an ecosystem of advo-
cacy groups; they helped sharpen the 
tip of the right-wing spear by urging 
direct political action at particular 
times and places. The Council for 
National Policy (CNP), which links 

the forces of the Christian right with 
plutocratic donors and the political 
strategies of hard right Republicans, 
openly urged swing-state lawmakers 
to reject Joe Biden’s election victory. 
CNP leaders were due to address the 
Capitol rally that led to the insurrec-
tion. In addition, well known major 
U.S. corporations fund numerous 
elected Republican officials who 
backed President Trump’s ‘Stop the 
Steal’ campaign. The list of corporate 
funders includes Comcast, Amazon, 
TikTok, and defense companies like 
Boeing, Northrop Grumman, and 
Raytheon, as well as Amazon, and 
Goldman Sachs.20 The billionaire do-
nors have broad support across the 
corporate spectrum. 

The Republican Party –in the after-
math of the Trump era– appears to 
be divided between those who used 
Trump’s popularity to push for con-
servative demands –such as appoint-
ments to the Supreme Court, corpo-
rate deregulation, and tax cuts– and 
those bent on breaking the estab-
lishment, and inaugurating a white 
Christian republic.21 

Trump Administration and  
Far-Right Links
 
President Trump, however, played a 
key role in staffing his administra-
tion with supporters of the far-right 
whose main aim appears to have 
been to ‘deconstruct the adminis-
trative state,’ wage a war on what 
they called the ‘deep state,’22 and 
promote white supremacy. Trump’s 
appointees exhibit some important 
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differences from more conventional 
Democratic and Republican admin-
istrations in the post-Cold War era.23 
There were a far greater number of 
appointees without previous polit-
ical or governing experience, more 
likely to be drawn from private-busi-
ness backgrounds than from Fortune 
500 transnational corporations, and 
more deeply-rooted in certain busi-
ness conglomerates that are territo-
rially-tied to the U.S. mainland such 
as construction, hotels, casinos, and 
real estate. In addition, contrary to 
the post-1945 norm, the Trump Ad-
ministration’s top foreign policy and 
national security picks had virtually 
no links to the traditional foreign 
policy or national security think 
tanks.24 Those findings, viewed in the 
broader context discussed above, ex-
plain policy departures from a right-
wing anti-globalist angle, opposition 
to the so-called ‘deep state’ of glo-
balist cosmopolitans, and a rejection 
of democratic and constitutional 
norms.25

Most significantly, Trump appointed 
Stephen Bannon as his White House 
strategist, and Stephen Miller as Se-
nior Policy Adviser. Bannon had 
worked with the Centre for National 
Policy, advised Trump even after 
he was dismissed from the admin-
istration, orchestrated support for 
Trump’s ‘stolen election’ claims, and 
anti-China strategies, and was re-
warded with a presidential pardon.26 
In broad terms, there were at least 
20 appointees from far-right organi-
zations. Stephen Miller, the architect 
of Trump’s anti-immigration policies 
and ‘Muslim’ travel ban, was further 

exposed as an extremist after a cache 
of 900 emails was leaked that showed 
his racist, white supremacist, and 
anti-immigrant obsessions in cor-
respondence with Breitbart News.27 
Several Trump appointees were 
closely linked with Breitbart, Act! for 
America, and American Renaissance. 
The right-wing Federation for Amer-
ican Immigration Reform (FAIR) 
was also well-connected via appoint-
ments to the Trump Administra-
tion, especially in the Department of 
Homeland Security. FAIR’s president, 
Dan Stein claimed that pro-immi-
gration laws are a form of retaliation 
against ‘Anglo-Saxon dominance’ by 
liberals.28 In addition, linkages were 
found with one or more groups such 
as QAnon, VDARE, and Vigilant Pa-
triots –all extreme right-wing white 
supremacist groups. 

It is no exaggeration to suggest that 
the Republican Party, a key party of 
the American state, has shifted to the 
extreme right and now houses fac-
tions that support white supremacy, 
conspiracy theories, and armed op-
position to the federal government.29 
The GOP is more Islamophobic than 
Viktor Orban’s Fidesz in Hungary, an 

Trump’s appointees exhibit 
some important differences 
from more conventional 
Democratic and Republican 
administrations in the  
post-Cold War era
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openly authoritarian party.30 House 
majority Speaker, Nancy Pelosi, has 
labeled the most extreme Trump con-
gress members ‘the enemy within.’31

Nevertheless, Trump’s Republican 
voters remain loyal. Despite the Cap-
itol building attacks on January 6, 
surveys showed strong, if reduced, 
support for Trump –at 77 percent.32 
And despite Trump’s record of mis-
handling the global pandemic, re-
cording almost 400,000 deaths and 
over 24 million cases by the end of 
his term of office, he managed to gar-
ner 74 million votes in the November 
2020 elections. That represented an 
increase of around 11 million votes 
over his tally in 2016. The politics 
and style of Trump and Trumpism 
are likely to remain a powerful force 
in American politics, despite leaving 
the White House in disgrace as the 
first president to be impeached twice, 
and face trial in the Senate.

And It’s Not Over Yet… But 
President Biden Has an Historic 
Opportunity

An instructive report by the Brook-
ings Institution after the 2020 election 
gives material credence to  the ‘cult-
like’ following that many professional 
psychologists claim Trump has devel-
oped. 33 Brookings tallied the number 
of counties across America that Biden 
and Trump won and calculated the 
proportion of U.S. economic activ-
ity those counties represented. They 
found that Trump won around 2,500 
counties, while Biden won 477, of the 
nearly 3,000 U.S. counties nation-

wide. This is not especially surpris-
ing as Democratic voters are packed 
into densely-populated big towns 
and metropolitan areas. Trump’s vot-
ers are overwhelmingly white, live in 
sparsely-populated rural areas and 
smaller, especially de-industrialized 
towns. According to the Brookings 
study, Trump’s swathe of counties 
represents a mere 30 percent of U.S. 
economic activity while Biden’s 477 
counties account for the remaining 
70 percent.34

Despite the popular imagery of 
(Make America Great Again) MA-
GA-hat wearing, flag-waving aggres-
sive Trumpsters, large numbers of 
the counties Trump won can only be 
described as communities of despair 
–rife with high rates of depression, 
suicide, drug and alcohol addiction, 
domestic and police violence.35 The 
Brookings report says:

2020’s map continues to reflect a 
striking split between the large, 
dense, metropolitan counties that 
voted Democratic and the mostly ex-
urban, small-town, or rural counties 
that voted Republican. Blue and red 
America reflect two very different 
economies: one oriented to diverse, 
often college-educated workers in 
professional and digital services 
occupations, and the other whiter, 
less-educated, and more dependent 
on “traditional” industries.

Of course, it’s more complex than 
that (there’s plenty of depression, sui-
cide and police violence in America’s 
cities) but the point is that there are 
economic, geographical, and racial 
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divisions in the U.S. electorate that 
demonstrate a deep schism, a rup-
ture, in the social fabric. Add to that 
support for Trump that appears rel-
atively immune to his incitements to 
political violence against opponents, 
including Republicans, who dare 
stand up to intimidation.36

Such divisions are magnified once we 
factor in rival sources of news and in-
formation, Fox for Republicans and 
CNN, MSNBC, ABC, etc., for Dem-
ocrats. There appear seemingly un-
bridgeable rifts in American society. 
Fox, which has lost right-wing view-
ers since the 2020 election, seems to 
be winning them back with support-
ive coverage of the January 6 Capitol 
storming. Some of their interviewees 
peddled a new conspiracy theory: 
that anti-fascists had infiltrated the 
protest and instigated the insurrec-
tion, leading to five deaths. The ‘false 
flag’ conspiracy theory has been en-
dorsed by numerous state Republi-
can Parties and politicians across the 
U.S.37

The mental maps occupied by Amer-
ican voters amplify the other divi-
sions, fears and anxieties as well as 
their sense of the ‘enemy within.’ 
Mentally, they appear to live in dif-
ferent countries, in different realities, 
believing different truths.

Trumpism is not a fully unified hege-
monic project, but it is a broad am-
bitious program that has shifted U.S. 
politics and economy to the author-
itarian Right, challenges dominant 
U.S. identities, and embraces a reac-
tionary ethno-racial neoliberalism. 

The program combines corporate and 
governmental deregulation with tax 
cuts, ‘deconstruction of the adminis-
trative state,’ and a racialized politics 
of resentment against minorities and 
cosmopolitan elites. It is a movement 
that is both consciously led by elites 
to mobilize masses of disoriented 
and confused citizens, creating a new 
‘post-fact’ commonsense. In addi-
tion, there is an historically-rooted 
‘psychological wage’ associated with 
‘whiteness’ that overrides material 
factors in mass backing for billion-
aire racist-populists like Trump. The 
devastation this causes among white 
men, in particular via climbing sui-
cide rates, is recorded in great detail: 
it literally kills them in great num-
bers in Trump’s America.38 President 
Lyndon Johnson summed up in crisp 
fashion how elite-sponsored poor 
southern whites’ racism worked: “If 
you can convince the lowest white 
man he’s better than the best colored 
man, he won’t notice you’re picking 
his pocket. Hell, give him somebody 
to look down on, and he’ll empty his 
pockets for you.”39 And Booker T. 
Washington said virtually the same 
thing many years earlier: no man can 

According to the Brookings 
study, Trump’s swathe of 
counties represents a mere 
30 percent of U.S. economic 
activity while Biden’s 477 
counties account for the 
remaining 70 percent
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hold down another in a ditch without 
staying down there with him.40

It accords well with Gramsci’s claim 
that political reality has its own laws 
especially in mobilizing the “irratio-
nal elements in the human psyche.” 
Politics is the “creation of concrete 
fantasy which acts on a dispersed 
and shattered people to arouse and 
organize its collective will.”41 It suc-
cessfully united and mobilized a re-
cord-breaking number of votes for 
Trump in the 2020 elections.

Despite public intellectual Henry 
Giroux’s claims that “we no longer 
live in the shadow of authoritarian-
ism… [but] have tipped over into 
the abyss,” the public reaction to the 
storming of the Capitol, followed by 
calls for Trump’s impeachment and 
removal from office, suggest that op-
position to fascism remains power-
ful. The United States has also shown 
since the November 2020 election 
and the high-pressure campaign by 
Trump and his allies across the Re-
publican Party and on the far right, 
that it has ‘deep structures’ and a 
culture of democracy. It should be 
borne in mind that the U.S. is neither 

Weimar Germany nor 1920s Italy. It 
has ‘deep structures’ –constitutional  
norms, courts, federal, state and local 
officials independent of politics, and 
an array of civil society organizations 
within a democratic culture, which 
constrain authoritarian tendencies 
from taking the U.S. to anything re-
sembling full-fledged fascism. Nev-
ertheless, Harvard political scien-
tist Daniel Ziblatt, an expert on the 
history and politics of conservative 
parties, has called the U.S. Capitol 
insurrection a “regime-threatening 
moment.”42

And post-Trump America appears 
more cognizant of the fragilities of 
democracy, and the necessity of pro-
tecting it.43 This is President Biden’s 
opportunity, which would both re-
move the fascistic threat and, possi-
bly, divide and weaken the Republi-
can Party for many years.

America’s Perfect but Terrible 
Storm, Biden’s Opportunity

Can Biden actually advance an agenda 
of change and handle the authoritar-
ian after-effects of former President 
Donald Trump? He must, and simul-
taneously, because the challenges are 
interlinked. The coup attempt, insur-
rection, and impeachment trial’s im-
plications extend way beyond Trump 
alone, though he was and is the focal 
point. It involves numerous simulta-
neous congressional investigations 
into the power and connections of 
the far right, its extension into the 
GOP and law enforcement agencies, 
not to mention the underlying neo-

This is President Biden’s 
opportunity, which would 
both remove the fascistic 
threat and, possibly, divide 
and weaken the Republican 
Party for many years
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liberal philosophy underpinning and 
necessitating a coercive state to stem 
the tide of popular resistance and 
rebellion.

America’s crises have converged into 
a near-perfect but terrible storm: 
at root, there are basic crises of de-
mocracy and election-legitimacy; 
incendiary partisan division; and 
discontent over inequality and police 
violence against minorities across 
America’s cities. There are millions 
of working people and their children 
going to bed hungry in the world’s 
lone superpower, its ‘City upon a Hill.’

The COVID-19 pandemic, the 
mother lode crisis, is causing a dev-
astating loss of life which shows few 
signs of abating anytime soon, and 
has generated a social and economic 
catastrophe for working people, 
while enriching the wealthiest bil-

lionaires at the same time. This alone 
represents a political tinderbox of un-
imaginable proportions. It has high-
lighted every nook and cranny of a 
political-economic system that offers 
little of anything resembling normal 
life let alone the American dream. 

Political protest and violence ap-
pear to have become a feature of the 
American political landscape, a part 
of its political terrain. It has reared up 
every few years, but the eruptions of 
2020 crossed a psychological line on 
January 6, 2021, it reached the very 
halls of government. It was not taken 
at all seriously by the Democratic 
Party’s national leadership when the 
Michigan state capitol was invaded by 
heavily armed extreme right-wingers 
and white supremacists, threatening 
to kidnap and assassinate the gover-
nor. It’s a different matter when mem-
bers of congress House and Senate 

U.S. President 
Donald Trump 
speaks at 
“Save America 
March” rally in 
Washington D.C., 
on January 6, 
2021.
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were forced to flee for their lives from 
Trump’s insurrectionary foot-soldiers 
on January 6.

And it is clear that U.S. authority in 
the world system –among allies and 
foes alike– has diminished. This was 
part of a longer-term process, of 
course, as new powers emerged or re-
emerged on the world scene, increas-
ing/demanding multipolarity. 

Trump’s responses to the above deep 
crises –i.e., use of intense coercion, 
America First unilateralism, govern-
ment and personal irresponsibility, 
and laissez-faire crony-corporate 
‘strategy,’ anti-immigrant and racial 
divisions, authoritarianism and en-
couragement of far right, political 
polarization– failed. Not only did 
they fail, Trump’s solutions to U.S. 
power crises exacerbated and deep-
ened them and led to his decisive 
electoral defeat in November 2020, 
bringing his one term of office to a 
disgraceful ending with a second his-
toric impeachment to his name and 
legacy –for ‘incitement of insurrec-
tion’ that left 5 people dead.

President Biden has control of the 
White House, the House of Repre-
sentatives, and a wafer-thin advan-
tage in the U.S. Senate. This provides 
him the ‘political opportunity‘ to shift 
approach towards concerted state 
intervention, but Democratic Party 
‘ideology’ and ‘corporate donorship’ 
threaten to place brakes on any rad-
ical agenda. On the other hand, the 
incendiary character of the political 
environment in America –as shown 
by the Capitol insurrection but also 

in the nationwide uprisings against 
racist police violence– indicates the 
urgent need for far-reaching govern-
ment and government-coordinated 
efforts to deal with underlying social, 
economic, political-ideological, ra-
cial-cultural issues and divisions. 

In Biden, we may have the basis of 
‘pragmatic radicalism.’ The sheer 
depth and extent of the pandemic, 
and economic, social, and interna-
tional-systemic challenges or crises 
could be the mother of ‘pragmatic 
radicalism’ –meaning that no dem-
ocratic government could or should 
continue in the old way of doing 
things because they have not worked 
or have only exacerbated the crises. 
This will not be driven by a change 
of philosophy but pragmatic realiza-
tion that the old ways cannot deliver 
political stability or global power 
projection.

A key factor weighing towards prag-
matic radicalism is Biden’s age, and 
possibly health, which suggest a 
one-term-only outlook going into 
the White House. This brings into 
play Biden’s sense of his legacy into 
calculations: how does he want to 
be remembered by history? Is it as a 
leader who extirpated Trumpism and 
the legacies of division and climbing 
inequality, or one who did business-
as-usual elite politics? The latter may 
well pave the way for Trump II, or 
Trumpism without Trump. If Biden’s 
claim is true, that what forced him 
to run against Trump was the presi-
dent’s support for the white suprem-
acist and neo-Nazi riot at Charlottes-
ville in 2017, then we should expect 
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a more thorough-going effort to get 
to the roots of Trumpism in the GOP. 

But alongside managing all of the 
above, especially the pandemic, the 
extreme right-wing threat to the U.S. 
system of government must be one 
of the most urgent. It is probably the 
single most critical crisis that goes 
to the very heart of state power, as 
well as U.S. world power, global role 
and standing. That made the Senate 
impeachment trial, and a number of 
other congressional investigations 
into the long and short-term sources 
of the January 6 insurrection, central 
to the Biden agenda.

Senate Impeachment Trial, 
and Subsequent Congressional 
Investigations: An Essential 
Reckoning

This will clearly take time and atten-
tion from the enormous burden of 
immediate government business as I 
argue above. But there should be no 
stone left unturned in getting to the 
bottom of the power of the far right 
and its reach into the police, military, 
and the GOP. Any superficial truce 
on this matter only papers over the 
cracks in the name of ‘national heal-
ing’ and ‘unity.’ Burying the problem 
now will only store up a far greater 
explosion in the future. There should 
be no appeasement of the violent ex-
treme right and their allies in Con-
gress. The choice is between a su-
perficial unity with the GOP, which 
appeases the increasingly extreme 
right-wing party, or a push for radical 
reform.

It is essential to draw a line under 
Trump’s failed strategy and abuses 
of power, including of his extremist 
political faction of the GOP by full, 
public investigations and radical re-
form. We are not talking about a 
truth and reconciliation commis-
sion but something that exposes to 
the light: the roots, organizational 
power, networks, and reach of the ex-
treme Right in America. The Senate 
impeachment process was only the 
most visible element of the entire ar-
ray of congressional, Pentagon, and 
Justice Department investigations of 
the events and roots of the January 6 
insurrection. It will expose and tackle 
the roles of law enforcement at all lev-
els in the Capitol insurrection.

We should remember however that 
the national leadership of the Dem-
ocratic Party said or did little after 
armed right-wing extremists invaded 
the Michigan State capitol building 
or after the FBI disrupted a plot to 
kidnap and assassinate Governor 
Whitmer. And nor has the Biden 
media spokesperson condemned the 
intimidatory behavior and rhetoric of 
white supremacist congresspersons 
that Nancy Pelosi dubbed the ‘enemy 

In the end, American 
government is ‘party 
government.’ And it is driven 
by short-term electoral 
calculations, and massive 
corporate donations
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within.’ This silence may turn out to 
be instructive. As Gramsci noted, lib-
eralism is an unreliable ally against 
fascism and violations of civil and 
workers’ rights, because ultimately it 
jettisons workers’ rights to “protect 
the economic interests of the privi-
leged and powerful.”44 

There is an added political advantage 
in Biden and the Democratic Party 
pursuing full accountability of the 
GOP for January 6: it may further 
divide and weaken the Republican 
Party –auguring a probable ‘politi-
cal’ win for the Democrats going into 
2022 mid-term elections and beyond. 
It could extirpate Trumpism from 
U.S. politics.

In the end, American government is 
‘party government.’ And it is driven 
by short-term electoral calculations, 
and massive corporate donations. But 
we are in unprecedented times and 
corporate patience with a Republi-
can Party based on mass anti-expert 
anti-intellectualism was already run-
ning thin due to the mishandling of 
the pandemic.45 This split has wid-
ened since January 6.46 The future of 
U.S. politics and its global credibility 

lies with the nature of the Republican 
Party and the actions of the Biden 
presidency in the coming months.

Will President Biden, who has 
reached the pinnacle of his long po-
litical career at so critical a moment, 
govern with the bigger picture in 
mind –embrace a politics of prag-
matic radicalism and principled op-
position to white supremacy? Or will 
his administration effectively appease 
the Far Right? Biden has the oppor-
tunity to uproot Trumpism. Does he 
have the will? 
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