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Police brutality, endemic racism, 
mass unemployment and the 
coronavirus have created a perfect 
storm for a summer of huge social 
upheaval and unrest across the US

A nation 
on its 
knees

F
or 13 days, America 
has raged against the 
machine. Against 
another brutal killing 
of an unarmed black 
man by white police 

officers. George Floyd’s death was 
the spark that ignited the powder 
keg of modern-day America.
to page 2

By Marion McKeone

A protester pauses while 
speaking to the crowd as they 
march in Hollywood over 
the death of George Floyd in 
Minneapolis      Getty 
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When George Floyd was 
eight years old, he wrote an 
essay expressing his desire to 
be a Supreme Court Justice

On average, black 
households in 
America have only 
10 per cent of the 
wealth of white 
households

Trump’s threat 
to invoke the 
Insurrection 
Act and order 
the US military 
into the 50 states 
was scoffed at by 
constitutional 
experts

FROM PAGE 1

In every city in every state, hun-
dreds of thousands of protesters, black 
and white, young and old, have poured 
onto the streets. Most of the protest-
ers have been peaceful but there has 
been widespread looting and violence, 
leading to tens of thousands of arrests.

It was a strange confluence of events 
that triggered this explosion. The chill-
ing defiance of a veteran Minneapolis 
police officer as he stared dead-eyed 
into a bystander’s camera, ignoring 
a gathering crowd as they beseeched 
him to take his knee off Floyd’s neck. 
The horror of hearing an unarmed, 
handcuffed man saying he couldn’t 
breathe and calling for his mother in 
his last agonising moments.

But it was more than Floyd’s death 
that prompted this collective howl of 
anguish. There were other factors, too. 
Anger and frustration of black and 
white Americans at the Trump ad-
ministration’s botched handling of the 
coronavirus boiled over.

The pandemic exposed the hollow 
core of Trump’s economic mira-
cle. With just over half of American 
adults in work, 90 million Americans 
remaining under full or partial lock-
down, and tens of millions of house-
bound teens and students, far more 
people than usual were whiling away 
the hours on their televisions and so-
cial media platforms.

With no sporting fixtures and no 
summer festivals or gatherings, there 
was little to distract them from the 
video of Floyd’s death, which was re-
played relentlessly on television, social 
media platforms and online media 
outlets. It seemed as though the whole 
world was watching.

For black Americans, the protests 
are not just about decades of un-
checked police brutality. Or the lack 
of accountability when that bru-
tality comes to light. Even when, as 
in the case of Philando Castile, it’s 
live-streamed to the outside world, 
allowing millions of people to watch 
another unarmed black life being tak-
en away in real time.

They’re protesting because the bru-
tal deaths of black men at the hands of 
white police are merely a continuum 
of lives that were denied equality and 
opportunity from the outset. They’re 
protesting black lives as well as black 
deaths; lives that are economically 
stunted as well as those that are cut 
short by the sort of structural and in-
stitutionalised racism that has allowed 
an epidemic of police brutality to rav-
age the United States, largely untreated 
and unchecked.

Consider the life of Freddie Gray 
before his savagely brutal death at the 
hands of six Baltimore police officers. 
According to Wes Moore, author and 
chief executive of the Robin Hood 

Foundation, Gray was born months 
premature to a single mother who 
dropped out of school in her early 
teens. When he was released from 
hospital at eight weeks old, along 
with his twin sister, it was to one of 
the most violent and decrepit council 
housing projects in West Baltimore 
to the care of his heroin-addicted 
mother. By the time he was two years 
old, he had six times the level of lead 
poisoning that causes permanent cog-
nitive damage. He was arrested for the 
first time when he was just 11 years 
old.

When George Floyd was eight years 
old, he wrote an essay expressing his 
desire to be a Supreme Court Justice. 
Instead, he found himself on the other 
side of the bench, eventually serving 
a five-year prison sentence for armed 
robbery. There is a cruel irony in the 
fact that his death might achieve the 
sort of civil rights reforms that haven’t 
been achieved since his hero, Thur-
good Marshall, the first black Supreme 
Court justice, was appointed by Lyn-
don Johnson.

If Floyd’s killers are eventually con-
victed of his murder, it will be one 
small step that may bring his family 
and community some comfort. If his 
death provides the catalyst for the sort 
of police and criminal justice reforms 
that are long overdue, it will go some 
way towards stamping out the sort of 
racism that is endemic in the US’s po-
lice forces in red and blue states alike.

The coronavirus has dealt black 
America an especially brutal blow 
– a disproportionate number of Af-
rican-Americans work in hazardous 
frontline jobs; hospital janitors, am-
bulance crews, nurses, supermarket 
staff and sanitation workers. Many of 
these jobs, notwithstanding the risks 
involved, pay minimum wage levels. 

Black Americans are three times 
more likely to contract coronavirus, 
partly because more of them are 
employed in frontline jobs that are 
deemed “essential”, partly because 
of overcrowding and poor housing in 
predominantly black communities 
and partly because virus testing sites 
were initially situated in areas that 
were more white and more affluent so 
it was able to spread unchecked in the 
poorer and mainly black communities.

The lieutenant governor of Michi-
gan, Garlin Gilchrist, announcing the 
setting up of a task force to combat 

soaring rates of coronavirus infection 
and deaths in black communities, ad-
mitted in a recent press call that “coro-
navirus has rubbed salt in the wounds 
of structural racism and the wounds 
of poverty”. Black Americans who 
test positive are dying at more than 
three times the rate of white people, 
because of a combination of untreated 
underlying health conditions and low-
er-quality medical care.

Government unemployment statis-
tics show that by the end of April, only 
48 per cent of black American adults 
had jobs. On average, black house-
holds in America have only 10 per 
cent of the wealth of white households 
when income is factored in with home 
ownership, savings and investments. 

A September 2018 Census Bu-
reau report showed that the median 
black household made just 59 cents 
for every dollar made by a median 
white household. White households 
bounced back from the 2008 recession 
with just 8 per cent of white children 
living in poverty, while the number of 
black children living in poverty was 
almost 30 per cent.

Almost a quarter of the 40 million 
people who lost their jobs as a result of 
the coronavirus were black Americans 
already living in poverty. An estimat-
ed 11 million minimum more have 
had their hours halved. And millions 
more aren’t eligible for unemployment 
assistance, including undocumented 
workers.

Casually malevolent
Black Americans are protesting the 
constant threat of police brutality, 
the institutionalised inequalities in 
schooling, healthcare and housing. The 
casually malevolent racism that black 
Americans encounter in everyday 
life, regardless of how successful, or 
wealthy or well-educated they are. The 
sort that prompted New York finance 
manager Amy Cooper to call 911 and 
make the wholly unfounded claim 
that an African-American man was 
threatening her life, simply because he 
politely asked her to respect a park or-
dinance that required dogs be kept on 
leashes. The sort of racism that allows 
her to warn him in advance of her 
intention of making a false complaint, 
knowing she’ll be believed because 
she’s white and he’s black. 

Had Chris Cooper not had the pres-
ence of mind to record the entire en-

Protest signs bearing the face of George Floyd are visibie during a demonstration in downtown Los Angeles last week that 
attracted  an estimated 10,000 people Getty

counter, it was the sort of racism that 
could have led to his arrest and con-
viction on a false charge at best – or at 
worst, his death in police custody.

It’s the sort of racism that meant 
Amy Cooper was neither interviewed 
nor arrested, much less charged for 
making a false emergency call, lead-
ing to the unnecessary deployment of 
police. She was fired by her employer 
Franklin Templeton after Chris Coo-
per’s video went viral.

Police risk their lives every day, 
entering dangerous situations exacer-
bated by “known unknown” factors, 
in communities that are rife with vi-
olence, where illegal weapons are in 
the hands of criminal gangs and indi-
viduals. Split-second decisions can be 
ill-judged.

A police officer who has a genuine 
if mistaken belief that his life is in im-
mediate danger may make a tragic or 
even reckless error that costs an inno-
cent person his life. But that is not the 
same as a police officer who kneels on 
a handcuffed man’s neck for almost 
nine minutes, even as bystanders be-
seech him to stop, even as they warn 
him he was going to kill the man. Or 
six police officers who treat a hand-
cuffed and manacled black man with 
such brutality they break his neck in 
three places and crush his voicebox.

Public uprising
Donald Trump didn’t invent police 
brutality, any more than he invent-
ed the coronavirus pandemic or the 
economic implosion. But the flood-
walls and reinforcements he has built 
around his presidency – a complicit 
Senate leadership, an acquiescent 
Supreme Court and a cowed and in-
competent cabinet, all underpinned by 
a rock-solid evangelical Christian base 
– have been breached.

Will the public uprising spurred by 
Floyd’s killing and Trump’s despotic 
response do what impeachment failed 
to do and end Trump’s presidency at 
the ballot box, instead of the Senate 
chamber?

It’s unclear if this is a moment or a 
rupture. Will it be an inflection point 
or an interruption in the cultural wars’ 
continuum? Just as images of po-

lice officer Derek Chauvin’s knee on 
Floyd’s neck became an instant met-
aphor for police brutality and institu-
tionalised racism, will Trump’s retreat 
to the White House’s underground 
bunker, as protesters railed outside its 
gates, become a metaphor for the im-
plosion of a presidency?

His choreographed projection of his 
notion of strength, as he stood outside 
St John’s Church of the Presidents, 
holding a Bible aloft yet upside-down, 
triggered the first fissure. Bishop Mar-
iann Edgar Budde became the first 
religious leader to publicly excoriate 
his actions. Wilton Gregory, the Cath-
olic Archbishop of Washington DC, 
followed suit when Trump then paid a 
visit to a Catholic shrine funded by the 
Knights of Columbus.

Initially, Trump’s threat to invoke 
the Insurrection Act and order the US 
military into the 50 states was scoffed 
at by constitutional experts. Even red 
state governors pushed back, remind-
ing Trump that this was an “invita-
tion-only” proposition. 

But the tear-gassing and arresting of 
peaceful protesters in Lafayette Park, 
the green patch between St John’s 
Church and the White House, to clear 
the path for Trump’s photo op sound-
ed an alarm within the Pentagon, 
according to sources, prompting re-
vered former military leaders to issue 
full-throated condemnations of Trump 
and tacit rebukes of General Mark 
Milley, the US’s top commander, and 
Mark Esper, the defence secretary.

By Thursday, even the fortress erect-
ed by the GOP-controlled Senate, 
which had shown itself willing to vio-
late the US Constitution to fend off an 
impeachment attempt by Democrats 
earlier this year, no longer seemed 
impregnable. The first fissure appeared 
when Alaska senator Lisa Murkowski 
declared she was “no longer sure” she 
would endorse Trump’s re-election.

There are 150 days to the Novem-
ber 3 elections, an aeon in American 
politics. Anything could happen in the 
meantime. The US could slide into a 
summer of violence and unrest. The 
cold civil war that has split America 
in two could escalate into race-fuelled 
bloodshed. Or Trump could seek a 

Donald Trump walks from the White House to visit St John’s Church for his controversial photo-opportunity with a copy of 
the Bible  AP

Protesters set a police vehicle 
on fire outside the CNN 
Center in Atlanta, Georgia: the 
demonstrations followed the death 
of George Floyd at the hands of 
police officers in Minneapolis Getty
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Looting for the stars in LA

In the early days of his presidency, 
Donald Trump’s infatuation with 
US military generals was well 
documented. He appointed four 
of them to cabinet posts, praising 
each one extravagantly. But three of 
“my generals”, as he called them, 
fell out of favour and were fired. A 
fourth, former defence secretary 
James Mattis, resigned, triggering a 
firestorm of furious tweets from his 
Commander-in-Chief.

For the past three years, much 
of the military brass, former and 
current, has quietly seethed at 
Trump’s politicisation of their 
ranks. It’s understood that the for-
mer top US military commander 
General Joe Dunford’s opposition 
to Trump’s declaration of a nation-
al emergency and deployment of 
troops to the US border prompted 
Trump to replace him with Mark 
Milley, the current chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, who is regard-
ed as more political and malleable 
than his predecessor.

Now the generals are striking 
back, taking to social media and 
the airwaves to launch their coup. 
In what has been dubbed “the 
revolt of the generals”, a dozen of 
the US’s most respected former 
military leaders spoke out against 
the US president during a 36-hour 
period, breaking a near sacrosanct 
military norm. And, in the pro-
cess, they broke another norm by 
rebuking Mark Esper, the defence 
secretary, and Milley. 

It’s understood that when imag-
es of Milley, in full battle uniform 
and in lockstep with Trump as 
he strode across Lafayette Park, 
emerged, the floodwall cracked 
and the former generals aban-
doned their resolve to remain 
above the fray. Milley’s inspection 
of the 82nd Airborne Unit “as 
though he were reviewing combat 
units in Fallujah”, as one put it, 

was a bridge too far.
The next day, Mike Mullen, the 

former chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff, who served in both the 
Bush and Obama administrations 
and is held in high esteem by cur-
rent Pentagon chiefs as well as by 

Democratic and Republican Con-
gressional leaders, penned an op-
ed in The Atlantic, warning that the 
US was “at an inflection point”.

Images of law enforcement offi-
cers, backed by the National Guard, 
clearing peaceful protesters with 
smoke canisters and pepper bombs 
so the president could pose for a 
photo outside St John’s Church 
were “sickening”, he wrote.

Other former Pentagon leaders 
followed. James Miller, former dep-
uty secretary of defence, resigned 
from the defence and sciences 
board in a furious letter to Esper. 
Retired generals Michael Hayden 
and Barry McCaffrey took to the 
cable news airwaves to excoriate 
Trump and Milley.

Larry Wilkerson, former chief of 
staff to Colin Powell, who helped 
sell the 2003 invasion of Iraq, was 
equally scathing. 

“The civil-military relationship 
is endangered by such political 
stunts with the military – and that 

is precisely what the deployment 
of active duty troops in DC was, a 
political stunt”, he told the Business 
Post.

“The chairman of the Joint  
Chiefs of Staff has no – repeat no 
– command authority whatsoever 
under the law. General Milley was a 
bystander.”

But he added: “The secret COC 
[chain of command] documents 
are what worry me. These rules are 
completely secret and one never 
knows when some of them have 
been activated.”

Retired general Martin Dempsey, 
another former US commander, 
criticised Trump in a radio inter-
view on Friday. “The idea that the 
military would be called in to sup-
press what for the most part were 
peaceful protests is very danger-
ous,” he said.

Current and retired military 
leaders were also “deeply con-
cerned” by images of the Lincoln 
Memorial obscured by armoured 

tanks and flanked by hundreds 
of heavily armed federal agents 
dressed in paramilitary style uni-
forms, their faces covered and 
without military insignia or other 
identification, that were sema-
phored around the country.

Secretary of Defence Esper broke 
publicly with Trump, stating that 
active-duty military troops should 
not be used to quell the protests, 
before beating a hasty retreat in the 
face of Trump’s fury. 

Milley, reportedly stung by the 
wrath of his peers, issued a memo 
to military leaders reminding 
them of their oaths to protect the 
US Constitution and the “right to 
freedom of speech and peaceful 
assembly”. It’s understood that 
privately Pentagon brass have 
considered Milley overly willing to 
blur the line between military and 
political leadership in order to do 
Trump’s bidding.

But it seems that Trump’s as-
sertion that he had ordered in the 
military into Washington DC is 
somewhat exaggerated. It’s under-
stood that some of the active mil-
itary present were not, as Trump 
indicated, ordered in to DC. 

“There should never have been 
active duty troops in DC,” another 
source said in an email to the Busi-
ness Post. “But the retention of the 
3rd [Brigade] is a sop to Trump. It’s 
always based in North Virginia/
Washington DC at Fort Myer and 
environs.”

Kaleth Wright, the most senior 
black military leader, was also first 
to speak out in the aftermath of 
George Floyd’s death. 

“Who am I?” Wright posted on 
Twitter. “I am a Black man who 
happens to be Chief Master Ser-
geant of the Air Force. I am George 
Floyd . . . I am Philando Castile, 
I am Michael Brown, I am Alton 
Sterling, I am Tamir Rice.”

General revolution as military chiefs lose patience
hasty rapprochement with minority 
communities and the hundreds of 
thousands of protesters who have 
turned out across the country.

Events, whether triggered by Amer-
ica’s presidents or visited upon them 
by forces beyond their control, have 
a way of turning the tide of history. 
Trump is not directly responsible for 
the coronavirus, but his failure to act 
and multiple deceits and distractions 
ensured its impact on the US – a coun-
try that arguably should have been 
best equipped to withstand it – was 
worse than in any other developed 
country. This weekend, the number of 
Americans who have tested positive 
for the virus approaches two million 
and the number killed nears 110,000, 
with most medical experts, federal 
and state, agreeing the true number is 
likely far higher.

Nor is Trump responsible for the 
economic implosion of the US that 
was caused in part by the botched 
federal response. But he jerry-rigged 
the economy with more than $1 tril-
lion worth of tax breaks, 80 per cent 
of which went to corporations and 
ultra-wealthy individuals. Investment 
in education, healthcare and public 
services were slashed.

As Trump heads into a truncated 
and volatile campaign season, he’s 
facing a political hurricane that could 
sweep him into oblivion. National 
opinion polls that show Democratic 
presumptive nominee Joe Biden with 
a double-digit lead are meaningless. 
Polls that show Biden is trouncing 
Trump in Arizona, Pennsylvania, Ohio 
and half-a-dozen other swing states 
are less so. And a Fox News poll that 
shows Biden with an 11-point lead in 
Texas should be the canary in the coal 
mine for Republicans.

The results of the November elec-
tion will be determined by turnout. 
Trump’s base will show up at the polls 
for him, regardless of what happens. 
So far, Biden has failed to generate the 
sort of enthusiasm among Democrats 
that is normally required for victory. 
But nor does he terrify Republican 
moderates and independents. And in 
these turbulent times, that may be just 
enough.

Donald Trump with his then Defense Secretary Jim Mattis, second right: the two have since fallen out spectacularly 
 Getty

Outside the Diamond Supply 
Co, an impossibly hip shop 
in the Fairfax District, a 
20-year-old African-Amer-

ican, Curtis Rowe, stands with two 
friends, one white and one Latino. 
The shop, like every other shop on the 
street, is shuttered ahead of the pro-
tests, and Curtis and his friends, who 
have part-time jobs there, are engaging 
in a spot of multi-tasking. They hold 
up posters protesting against police 
brutality while attempting to dissuade 
would-be looters from targeting their 
place of work.

Each of them is softly spoken and 
articulate. Rowe, slightly built and 
looking much younger than his years, 
talks about what it’s like to be a young 
black man in America. “It’s scary all 
the time.” he concludes. “I’m scared 
every day.”

On Sunset Boulevard, a Latino 
couple, who came to Los Angeles to 
escape harassment in Dallas, describe 
how they were pulled from their car 
the previous day by riot police as their 
children screamed in terror. “We were 
just driving,” Lorena says, tears spilling 
down her cheeks as she recalls the 
incident. When the police realised her 
husband was a fireman, they let them 
go. “Please don’t write our names,” 
she says. “We don’t want any more 
trouble.”

The Hollywood Walk of Fame, the 
Boulevard of Broken Dreams, has be-
come the Boulevard of Boarded-up 
Windows. A man dressed in a Spi-
der-Man costume berates a group of 
National Guardsmen reservists who 

munch on pizza. A shirtless man 
sits on the ground nearby, his arms 
stretched upwards, either in supplica-
tion or surrender. 

Directly in front of him, another Na-
tional Guard truck pulls up, piled high 
with netted sacks of rubber bullets 
and canisters of tear gas. Across the 
road, more reservists stand in front of 
giant Black Lives Matter posters, toting 
machine guns.

Along the Hollywood Walk of Fame, 
superstardom is validated by having 
your name inlaid in the pavement, 
alongside a pink granite star with a 
brass border. Marilyn Monroe, Ma-
donna, Will Smith, Johnny Depp – the 
gang’s all here. But there are more Na-
tional Guard reservists and police of-
ficers than stars on Hollywood Boule-
vard right now. National Guard trucks 
form a barrier preventing protesters 
from accessing shops or the pavement. 
A dozen reservists stand guard around 
Donald Trump’s star, which has been 
vandalised a dozen times since he 
 became president.

The reservists are clearly not in a 
combative mood. Many of them pose 
for selfies with protesters, fist-bump-
ing and high-fiving, their machine 
guns swinging precariously at their 
sides. They are less than happy to be 
conscripted into what one of them 
tells me is “Trump’s war”. 

“This isn’t what we do,” he says. 
“We don’t fight our own people. We 
fight the bad guys. All of us here, we’ve 
done tours in Afghanistan and Iraq.”

Each day last week, the protests 
started with a near-festival atmo-

sphere. Outside the Kennedy care cen-
tre, which treats low-income patients, 
doctors and nurses stood in solidar-
ity with the protesters, applauding, 
cheering and making heart shapes 
with their hands. As they walked past, 
the protesters erupted in cheers, ap-
plauding the health workers in return. 
Music blared, horns honked. Encoun-
ters with the police were, for the most 
part, good-natured.

But a pattern emerged that was rep-
licated all over Los Angeles, from Santa 
Monica to Beverly Hills to Hollywood 
and Sunset Boulevards. As the peace-
ful protesters started to disperse, loot-
ers struck with precision and speed. 
Curfews have now curbed most of the 
unrest and criminal activity. Of the 
estimated 4,000 arrests in Los Angeles, 
most have been for curfew violations. 
Fewer than 400 have been for looting 
or violence.

Some of the looting I witnessed had 
an almost surreal quality to it. At Flight 
Club, a footwear shop selling limited 
edition and bespoke trainers that run 
to upwards of a thousand dollars a 
pair, scores of teens and young adults 
jostled and pushed as they scrambled 
over broken glass and splintered win-
dow frames at head-spinning speed. 
On a normal day, the shop, which is 
frequented by celebrities as well as 
Lakers stars and other top-notch ath-
letes, has a queue outside that snakes 
its way around the block. That day, it 
was a free-for-all. 

A young white teenager who had 
leaped from the curb into the shop 
moments earlier emerged trium-
phantly, holding several pairs of leath-
er basketball shoes aloft. Almost as 
quickly, a young black man tripped 
him with his foot and grabbed the 
stolen shoes as the original looter went 
sprawling into the road, where he was 
trampled by another wave of looters.

While most of West Hollywood’s 

cannabis dispensaries boarded their 
windows early and had security 
guards at the ready, not all escaped 
with their produce intact. 

A photographer spotted a hefty bag 
of cannabis flowers lying in a gutter off 
Beverly Boulevard, either dropped or 
discarded.

Police sirens and convoys of over-
sized Humvees with as many as a doz-
en police officers perched on each side 
did little to discourage the looters. Nor 
did rows of police in riot gear, armed 
with wooden batons and rubber bul-
lets, pepper bombs and tear gas, guns 
and nightsticks.

Beneath a giant poster for the hit 
Netflix series Dead To Me, the police 
formed a cordon, ready for battle. 
Less than ten feet from the petrol 
pumps at a Shell on the corner of Bev-
erly Boulevard, a police car blazed, 
plumes of smoke shooting into the sky. 
Overhead, a dozen police helicopters 
whirred and swooped.

Later that afternoon, on Rodeo 
Drive, one of the world’s most expen-
sive shopping streets, looters spilled 
out of an Alexander McQueen shop, 
clutching armfuls of clothing. Male 
and female, black, white, Latino and 
Asian, all wearing masks, none looked 
to be out of their teens. Expensive 
tastes, these LA looters.

There was a sinister element to it; 
besides the opportunists, there were 
ruthlessly efficient groups who drove 
up, smashed windows, grabbed mer-
chandise and disappeared in what 
seemed like seconds. 

In front of me, three stocky white 
males pulled up in a white Silvera-
do pick-up truck. One jumped out, 
clearing a path through a dense crowd 
of peaceful protesters. After briskly 
smashing a window, he got back in 
his truck and drove off at speed.As the 
looters pillaged, protesters pleaded with 
them to stop. To no avail.

In Hollywood, the minority who are bent on 
smashing glass and grabbing merchandise 
are looking for a more glitzy haul than 
usual, reports Marion McKeone

An LAPD officer aims a non-lethal weapon at protesters Getty

The chain of 
command 
documents are 
what worry me . . .  
one never knows 
when some of 
them have been 
activated



A
cross America, 
the coronavirus 
is making its 
presence felt 
in new and 
terrifying 

ways. From civil unrest to 
ever-escalating death tolls, 
from massive job losses to 
food banks unable to keep up 
with demand from desperate 
families.
to page 2
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With the death toll close to 
40,000, a looming threat of civil 
unrest, 22 million unemployed 
and large chunks of its population 
relying on food banks to survive, 
the US is in a battle to get its 
Covid-19 outbreak under control

April  19, 2020

States of fear
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It’s always been the economy, stupid
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We see the confederate  
flag-flying, the white nationalist 
slogans. This is whackjobbery 
mainstreamed into politics
FROM PAGE 1

In less than a month, a decade’s 
worth of job gains have been entirely 
obliterated. Close to 40,000 Amer-
icans are known to have died from 
Covid-19 and almost 700,000 have 
tested positive. But there is widespread 
acceptance that in the absence of 
standardised testing and counting of 
fatalities, the real numbers are almost 
certainly significantly higher.

While there are encouraging signs 
that New York has slowed the spread 
of the virus, Corey Gardner, its city 
council speaker, says that more than 
200 Americans are dying at home 
each day, a ten-fold increase over the 
yearly average of around 20 deaths a 
day during April.

The scenes playing out across Amer-
ica are reminiscent of a post-apoca-
lyptic horror film. It’s thus far unclear 
whether, as US president Donald 
Trump would have it, the country 
is heading back to normality or if it 
is teetering on the edge of the abyss. 
The threat of civil unrest, which has 
intensified in recent years, cannot be 
discounted. 

The coronavirus has become anoth-
er catalyst in America’s culture wars. 
Sudden widespread unemployment 
and a president who is willing to stoke 
the flames of anger and fear for his 
own ends make for a combustible mix. 
There is a sense of living in a country 
that’s holding its breath.

In Michigan last week, chilling 
footage emerged as thousands of pro-
testers stormed the town of Lansing, 
where the state capitol building is lo-
cated. Heavily armed white nationalist 
and militia members used trucks and 
cars to block traffic, including ambu-
lances and first responders who were 
attempting to get to hospitals. 

More armed protesters converged 
on the capitol building steps. Dressed 
in military fatigues and Trump/MAGA 
merchandise, they brandished assault 
weapons and confederate flags as they 
jeered Democratic governor Gretchen 
Whitmer, chanting: “Lock her up!” 
According to Debbie Dingell, a Michi-
gan Democratic representative, some 
of the protesters displayed swastikas.

In Michigan, which is home to sev-
eral white nationalist military groups, 
there is a perception that the corona-
virus is an “immigrant virus”. The cit-
ies of Flint and Detroit, both of which 
have large black populations, have 
been disproportionately affected by 
the virus. Of the 2,000-plus Michigan 
residents who have died, more than 40 
per cent are African Americans, who 
account for around 14 per cent of the 
state’s overall population.

The protest, which doubled as a pro-
Trump rally of sorts, was organised by 
the Michigan Conservative Coalition, a 
group that is supported by Erik Prince, 
the private security mogul and brother 
of the education secretary, Betsy De-
Vos. Similar scenes have played out 
in Ohio, Utah, Wyoming and North 
Carolina.

“They represent the insanity that has 
been let loose in our politics,” Steve 
Schmidt, a communications and pub-
lic affairs strategist who has worked on 
Republican political campaigns, said 
during an interview with MSNBC. “We 

see the confederate flag-flying, the 
white nationalist slogans, the chants. 
This is whackjobbery mainstreamed 
into our politics. And it’s going to get 
worse.”

A senior Republican congressional 
official told the Business Post there was 
“great trepidation” about potential civil 
unrest. “We’re flying blind. There is no 
road map for this. We don’t know if 
this is the end of the beginning or the 
beginning of the end of this pandem-
ic,” he said. 

“We have no way of knowing if un-
employment figures will pass 30 mil-
lion and what impact that will have.”

On Thursday, the television doctor 
Dr Mehmet Oz was widely criticised 
after he made comments suggesting 
that a “2 or 3 per cent mortality rate” 
– about nine million American lives 
– was a price worth paying to reopen 
schools. Throughout the week, the 
drumbeat of conservative pundits and 
commentators calling for an end to the 
lockdown intensified. 

The view that this is a “blue state” 
problem, affecting densely populated 
coastal states and minority commu-
nities, has been widely touted by con-
servative news networks.

Harrowing discovery
Meanwhile, grim scenes continued 
to unfold. In Andover, New Jersey the 
attorney general ordered a criminal 
investigation into practices at the An-
dover Rehabilitation and Sub Acute 
Care Home where police discovered 17 
bodies that had been crammed into a 
morgue designed to hold five. 
    The harrowing discovery was made 
after a local politician received an 
anonymous tip. The owner of the fa-
cility, which is home to 700 elderly 
patients, said the extra bodies were 
stored because of a “backlog of deaths” 
over the Easter weekend.

In South Dakota, 640 workers tested 
positive for Covid-19 at a meat pro-
cessing plant where they continued to 
work “elbow to elbow” after Repub-
lican governor Kristi Noem refused to 
implement a lockdown or order social 
distancing practices. 

The pork processing plant, which is 
owned by a Chinese corporation, has 
now been closed down. While Noem 
continues to insist that “things are un-
der control”, South Dakota, which has 
one of the poorest healthcare systems 
in the US, has emerged as America’s 
latest hotspot for new cases.

In Texas, the economic impact is 
hitting low-income and undocument-
ed workers. By Thursday evening, 

hundreds of cars had lined up out-
side a food bank in San Antonio that 
wouldn’t open for another 12 hours. 
In a single day last week, more than 
10,000 families waited in their cars to 
receive essential food supplies: bread, 
milk, pasta and tinned foods.

Judith Zaffirini, who represents 
the border town of Laredo, said un-
documented workers were being hit 
hardest. 

“We’ve been pressuring [Texas gov-
ernor] Greg Abbott to release millions 
of dollars in state aid,” she said. “We 
have tens of thousands of desperate 
people. The food banks are over-
whelmed.”

Despite a bipartisan plea to Abbott, 
no state funds had been released at the 
time of writing. Eric Cooper, the direc-

tor of the San Antonio food bank, said 
on Thursday night that he had received 
a surge in private donations after pic-
tures showing thousands of families, 
some waiting for up to eight hours for 
food, were published around the US.

In Dallas, similar scenes played out 
with hundreds of families waiting out-
side a food bank overnight in the hope 
of receiving a food parcel with sup-
plies that would typically last a family 
of four for three days.

The shuttering of the US economy 
has affected undocumented workers 
the most. They make up a substantial 
part of workforces that are undergoing 
mass layoffs – construction, hospital-
ity and food services industries. Even 
though most of them pay taxes, they 
are not entitled to claim unemploy-
ment benefits and they receive no 
sick pay. Undocumented workers also 
account for 14 per cent of agricultural 
workers.

“How many undocumented work-
ers have lost their jobs? Honestly, we 
don’t know. But we know that we’re 
getting a lot of desperate people here 
who have no food stamps, no assis-
tance and no way of feeding their 
families other than what we give them 
here,” said a volunteer with a food 
bank on San Pedro Street in Los An-
geles. “There’s no safety net for them. 
If they don’t work, their families don’t 
eat.”

In addition, they are afraid to seek 
medical attention if they are ill. Many 
of them live in overcrowded labour 
camps with minimal washing or 
laundry facilities where workers sleep 
in dorms. “If the virus takes hold [in 
worker accommodation] it will spread 
like wildfire,” she said.

Dire situation
In Florida, the situation is equally dire. 
Because of its deliberately restrictive 
unemployment assistance policies, a 
backlog of 850,000 applications has 
accrued over the past four weeks. 
So far, only 33,623 unemployment 
cheques have been processed and 
paid.

On Thursday, Trump released his 
much-vaunted plan to reopen Amer-
ica. Despite the fanfare, it was little 
more than a PowerPoint wish list 
with vague recommendations for a 
three-phase opening of businesses, 
schools and public places in states that 
satisfy general criteria relating to new 
infection rates, testing and hospital 
capacity.

However, the single biggest omission 
from the plan was the absence of a 
national testing strategy. The 18-page 
plan could have been condensed into a 
seven-word message: “Memo to gov-
ernors: you’re on your own.”

Trump’s backdown is likely more 
strategic than as a result of a closer 
study of the US Constitution. If the 

With more than 22 million Amer-
icans seeking unemployment 
assistance, and predictions that 
the US is facing its worst recession 
since the 1930s, Donald Trump is 
understandably anxious to get the 
US economy up and running ahead 
of the November 3 election.

The economy and his handling 
of the coronavirus pandemic are 
the two yardsticks by which his 
performance will be measured in 
November.

On Thursday, Trump backed 
down from earlier claims that he 
had “total authority” to order states 
to end their lockdowns. It is an iro-
ny that has not escaped Republi-
cans that Trump’s fortunes depend 
largely on the decisions of mostly 
Democratic governors on when 
and how to reopen their states.

He is keenly aware that, in order 
to repeat his upset victory of 2016, 
he has to hold on to the states of 
Michigan, Wisconsin and Pennsyl-
vania, which provided him with 
the narrowest of paths to victory. 
Trump, who lost the popular vote 
to Hillary Clinton by three million 
votes, won Wisconsin, Michigan 
and Pennsylvania by a total of just 
72,000 votes, providing him with 
the electoral college victory.

But these are among the states 
that have been hardest hit by 
America’s economic paralysis. In 
Michigan, the unemployment rate 
has soared to 22 per cent. In Penn-
sylvania, the figure is 20 per cent 
while in Wisconsin, 18 per cent of 
the workforce has applied for eco-
nomic assistance. The implications 
for Trump’s chances of re-election 
are enormous.

Trump claims that “20 or 29 
[sic]” states are ready to reopen 
their economies. The problem, 
however, is that the states that are 
willing to reopen for business don’t 
have a whole lot of businesses to 
reopen.

The ‘wide open’ Republi-
can-controlled states of Wyoming, 
North Dakota, South Dakota, 
Idaho, West Virginia and Alaska 
between them contribute less than 
$300 billion to the US GDP. They 
receive significantly more from the 
federal purse than they give.

California, which is controlled by 
Democrats, is the world’s fifth big-

gest economy with a GDP of close 
to $3 trillion.

Putting this in perspective, Wy-
oming’s GDP accounts for barely 
1 per cent of California’s at around 
$33 billion. 

It’s of little consequence whether 
Wyoming reopens in 2020 or 2030. 
But it’s of enormous consequence 
whether California re-opens in 
June or September. Between them, 
California and New York, the US’s 
financial nerve centre, are the twin 
engines that drive the American 
economy.

According to the US Bureau of 
Economic Analysis, of the top ten 

economic powerhouse states, two 
are ‘red states’, five are ‘blue states’ 
and three – Florida, Pennsylvania 
and Ohio – are swing states. In 
a nutshell, it is overwhelmingly 
Democratic-leaning states, with 
Democratic governors, that drive 
the US economy.

They have already made it abun-
dantly clear they won’t be bounced 
into reopening unless there is a 
comprehensive system of testing, 
contact tracing and quarantining 
available. If Trump wants to kick-
start the US economy, he needs to 
focus first on delivering a compre-
hensive federal testing programme.

Hundreds of claimants line up outside a state office in Hialeah, Florida last week to apply for unemployment 
benefits. They are administered at state level and some states are ill-equipped to cope with the influx   Shutterstock

We have tens 
of thousands of 
desperate people. 
The food banks are 
overwhelmed

Members of Michiganders Against Excessive Quarantine protest outside the State 
Capitol in Lansing last Wednesday. Their anger was directed at Michigan governor 
Gretchen Whitmer, who extended the state’s ‘stay-at-home’ order                     Getty

People pick up bags of food at the 88th Street Temple Church of God in Christ in 
Los Angeles, a collection point for emergency food distribution                          Getty

US president Donald Trump, flanked by vice-president Mike Pence and White House coronavirus response coordinator 
Deborah Birx, unveils his administration’s plans for gradually easing social distancing requirements across the country as he 
tries to reboot the US economy. But critics pointed out his plan had little to say on testing for the coronavirus                    Getty
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Lack of tests leads to disaster
G

ay Americans are 
declaring themselves 
“Cuomosexuals”. 
The social media 
accounts of A-list 
actresses, singers and 

celebrities are ablaze with decla-
rations of infatuation. His handling 
of the Covid-19 outbreak has 
transformed Andrew Cuomo, New 
York’s taciturn three-term gover-
nor into the unlikeliest of television 
stars and a national heart-throb to 
boot.

Much as Rudy Giuliani became 
America’s Mayor for his leadership 
in the immediate aftermath of the 
9/11 terror attacks, Cuomo has be-
come America’s de facto leader as 
the country, with close to 700,000 
confirmed cases and 40,000 
deaths, has become the global 
Ground Zero of the coronavirus 
pandemic.

“A crisis shows you a person’s 
soul,” Cuomo reflected several 
weeks ago. “It shows you what 
they’re made of. The weaknesses 
explode and the strengths are em-
boldened.”

And so it’s Cuomo, not Donald 
Trump, who delivers the 2020 
equivalent of Franklin D Roos-
evelt’s fireside chat to reassure a 
fearful, grieving nation. In a time 
when 90 per cent of Americans 
are under ‘stay at home’ orders, 
Cuomo’s daily briefings have be-
come must-see television, even 
as Trump’s draw approbation and 
ridicule.

It’s an extraordinary turnabout. 
Before the coronavirus felled New 
York, Cuomo was more feared than 
loved. He was frequently, and un-
favourably, compared to his father 
Mario Cuomo, also a three-term 
governor and New York’s most 
beloved elder statesman until his 
death in 2015.

The elder Cuomo was a char-
ismatic idealist who famously 
observed that in politics you 
campaign in poetry and govern in 
prose. His oratorical skills tran-
scended both. 

Unlike his father, who 
shrugged off intense pres-
sure to run for president 
and put himself forward 
for a Supreme Court nom-
ination during the Clinton 
administration, Andrew 
Cuomo is ferociously, re-
lentlessly ambitious.

He campaigns 
and governs like 
an armoured 
tank; crushing 
his opponents, 
impervious to 
resistance or suppli-
cation. Republicans dislike 
his social liberalism. Democrats 
dislike his propensity to cut deals 
with Republicans even more. Un-
til recently, he was perceived as a 
humourless, hectoring spoilsport, 
the so-called liberal governor who 

refused to legalise cannabis even as 
the red states were lighting up and 
chilling out.

Over the past three months, 
that antipathy has morphed into 
near-adulation. The very traits that 
so ruffled New Yorkers’ feathers 
now have them eating out of his 
hand. His relentless focus and de-
termination are precisely what are 
needed to battle an unprecedented 
crisis that has claimed more than 
15,000 New York lives and ground 
its economy to a standstill. Cuomo’s 
indefatigability used to rankle with 
New Yorkers; now they see it as 
their salvation.

Ferociously articulate, his di-
rectness and mastery of detail 
have proven the perfect antidote 
to Trump’s partisan bluster and 
incompetence. His daily press 
briefings are a masterclass in the 
sort of leadership that the country 
craves. He doesn’t spare New York-
ers or sugar-coat the toll the virus 
has taken. Instead he outlines, with 
calm authority, the impact of the 
virus and the steps he’s taking to 
combat it. 

He shows empathy and flashes 
of wit and humour, reminding New 
Yorkers of their courage and tenac-
ity in other times of crisis.

The family anecdotes he shares 
resonate with his fellow New York-

ers and beyond: his concern about 
his mother’s vulnerability; his 
distress at learning that his brother, 
CNN anchor Chris Cuomo, con-
tracted the virus; his pride in the 
support he receives from his three 
daughters. There’s an unshakeable 
authenticity about his love for New 
York and his determination to do 
whatever it takes to lead it through 
its daunting economic and public 
health crises.

He’s established a working rela-
tionship with Trump, while mak-
ing his disdain for the Oval Office 
fumbling abundantly clear. He has 
earned praise for his leadership 
from Republicans and Democrats 
alike. He is not afraid to call out 
federal shortcomings but he re-
fuses to become mired in partisan 
mud-slinging.

One of the most frequently 
discussed fantasy election games 
amongst Democrats is one in 
which Cuomo, somehow, replaces 
Joe Biden as the Democratic nomi-
nee in the November election.

It’s not going to happen. Biden 
is a long-time friend of the Cuomo 
family. And Democrats, who have 
cried foul at Trump’s authoritarian 
tendencies, aren’t about to supplant 
the democratically selected Biden 
with a candidate who eschewed 
the race, even if he would make a 
formidable opponent in the current 
political environment.

Not that Cuomo hasn’t harboured 
presidential ambitions in the past. 
Back in the 1990s, when he was 
a member of Bill Clinton’s Cabi-
net, he plotted his own path to the 
White House.

His 1990 marriage to Kerry Ken-
nedy, a human rights activist and 
daughter of Robert F Kennedy, 
conjoined two of America’s great 
Democratic dynasties. But Cuom-
alot, as it was dubbed, imploded 
in scandal after Kennedy’s affair 
with a polo-playing Republican 
was exposed. The marriage ended 
in 2003 after a bitter divorce battle; 
the tawdry details dominated the 
front pages of New York tabloids for 
months.

From the beginning, the marriage 
was fraught. The Cuomos were Ital-
ian immigrants from Queens, hard-
charging and hard-working. Their 
children worked their way through 
college. The Kennedys went to 
Harvard, where libraries and entire 
faculty blocks had the Kennedy 
name etched in granite. 

Cuomo was acutely aware of 
the value of the Kennedy brand 
in Democratic politics, but he had 
little time for Kerry’s noisy, sports-
mad friends or siblings. To the 
Kennedys, Cuomo seemed prickly, 
ambitious and controlling.

Before Trump’s election in 2016 
recalibrated presidential politics, 
personal scandal usually sounded 
the death knell to any White House 
ambitions. 

Now a decades-old divorce 
seems hardly worth mentioning. 

There is little doubt that 
Cuomo will feature as 
a likely contender in 
2024. But for now, from 

a Democratic perspective 
at least, he’s serving a 
more important purpose: 
reminding Americans 
what political leadership 

looks like.

Despite the criticisms that have been 
levelled at the White House, there 
have been some positive aspects to the 
federal response to the coronavirus 
pandemic. 
    The bipartisan $2.2 trillion legisla-
tion was signed and significant parts 
have already been implemented. More 
than 90 per cent of Americans have 
stayed at home. States such as Cali-
fornia have slowed the spread of the 
virus. And the federal government, 
after a fumbled start, has provided 
states with essential medical supplies 
and ventilators.

But the one unmitigated disaster has 
been testing – or the lack of it. At time 
of writing, barely 1 per cent of Ameri-
cans had been tested for the virus. 

Despite the fanfare around Donald 
Trump’s three-phase plan to reopen 
the country, there is no national test-
ing plan, a step that medical, scientific 
and even business and finance leaders 
say is an essential prerequisite to get-
ting America back to work.

Health and Human Services (HHS) 
and Centers for Disease Control (CDC) 
spokespersons who hosted media 
conference calls were vague about 
what the federal role would be. One 
said that the federal government “will 
try to facilitate access to tests”, but 
declined to elaborate on exactly what 
“facilitate” meant.

She couldn’t say whether Trump 
would provide funding, either to scale 
up testing to what leading epidemiol-
ogists have said would be a minimum 
requirement of 35 million tests, or to 
fund the 100,000 workers who would 
be required to mount a comprehen-
sive contact tracing programme that 
would enable them to track and test 
those who had been exposed to the 
virus. 

Further muddying the picture, a 
Health and Human Services spokes-
man said that “individual states and 
localities” would be responsible for 
their own testing programmes, sug-
gesting they, not the federal govern-
ment, would foot the bill.

Corey Johnson, the New York City 
council speaker, could hardly contain 
his frustration. “We have an $8 bil-
lion deficit,” he told the Business Post. 
“Having forced the states and cities to 
bid against each other for ventilators 
and essential equipment, they’re go-
ing to do the same for testing, instead 
of the federal government procuring 
and distributing the tests.”

The chaos over testing has been one 
of the most consistently confound-
ing aspects of Trump’s response. In 
March, he promised that any Ameri-
can who wanted a test would be able 

to get one. Shortly afterwards, in re-
sponse to criticism about the shortage 
of tests, he indicated the federal gov-
ernment would distribute four million 
tests by the end of the week. 

In February, he had turned down 
an offer of 1.4 million tests from the 
WHO, claiming the CDC was develop-
ing its own testing kits and protocols. 
However, these proved to be flawed. 
Meanwhile, another test that Trump 
promised would deliver results in 15 
minutes was quietly dropped after it 
too turned out to be a flawed test.

Initially, Trump claimed he had 
entered into an agreement with major 
retailers such as Walmart and Target 
to have hundreds of Federal Emer-
gency Management Agency (Fema) 
operated drive-through test sites in 
their car parks. However, six weeks 
later, only five such sites existed na-
tionwide. Trump then reneged on the 
pledge, saying it was not the job of the 
federal government “to stand in car 
parks carrying out tests”.

Even now, there is no agreement as 

to who should be prioritised for test-
ing. Dr Deborah Birx, who is on the 
White House Coronavirus Task Force, 
indicated that one million tests a week 
would be carried out. 

However, Zeke Emanuel, a health 
and pandemic adviser to the Obama 
administration, says a minimum of 
five to seven million tests a week are 
urgently needed just to protect front-
line workers, first responders, police 
and grocery store workers. 

Medical experts agree that a mini-
mum of 10 per cent of the population 
would have to be tested to get a clear 
idea of the degree to which the virus 
has penetrated America. However, on 
Birx’s schedule, that wouldn’t happen 
until late November.

“We can’t do this without the fed-
eral government’s help,” New York 
governor Andrew Cuomo said in 
response to questions about testing 
in New York. “The states can’t handle 
this on our own. We don’t have the 
capability or the supplies. This is a 
quagmire.”

Andrew Cuomo has been a TV hit with his 
daily coronavirus press conferences       Getty 

Transformed: how 
Covid-19 has been 
the making of Cuomo
He was previously regarded as ruthless 
and humourless, but New York governor 
Andrew Cuomo’s handling of the crisis 
has turned him into a most unlikely  
heart-throb, writes Marion McKeone 

He outlines, with 
calm authority, the 
impact of the virus 
and the steps he’s 
taking to combat it

That’s your problem 
right there. If they 
don’t believe it’s 
safe, they’ll stay 
home. That’s what’s 
going to kill the 
recovery

buck stops with the states, rather than 
the White House, when it comes to 
reopening, he can blame the governors 
of states that are slow to open for the 
country’s economic implosion, while 
simultaneously ducking responsibility 
for states where the abandonment of 
‘stay at home’ restrictions lead to a 
deadly spike in new cases.

Trump’s own businesses have been 
hit hard by the crisis. Last week, the 
Trump Doral golf resort in Miami laid 
off 560 workers, including valets, 
housekeepers and restaurant and bar 
workers. The Trump Organisation, 
which is currently managed by his 
sons Donald Trump jr and Eric Trump, 
has laid off more than 2,000 work-
ers from its hotels and golf clubs in 
Washington DC, Hawaii, Las Vegas and 
Chicago. 

Analysts claim that Trump’s esti-
mated worth of $3 billion may have 

already dropped by $1 billion. 
It’s unclear whether the Trump 

Organization will be one of the ben-
eficiaries of the $500 billion that has 
been allocated for ‘no strings attached’ 

loans to the corporate sector.
A new poll from the Pew Research 

centre published on Thursday evening 
found that two-thirds of Americans 
believe Trump responded to the crisis 
too slowly, while almost three-quar-
ters believe, despite Trump’s assur-
ances to the contrary, that the worst 
is yet to come. A further two-thirds 
expressed concern that restrictions 
would be lifted too quickly.

Aside from the obvious concerns 
about Trump’s dwindling approval 
ratings, Republicans believe these 
polls reveal another underlying cause 
of concern: that Americans don’t trust 
him. Nor do they find his daily brief-
ings credible. 

“That’s your problem right there,” a 
senior Republican said. “If they don’t 
believe it’s safe, they’ll stay home. 
That’s what’s going to kill the recov-
ery.”

People wait in their cars at 
Traders Village for the San 
Antonio Food Bank to begin 
food distribution. The need 
for emergency food aid has 
exploded in recent weeks due 
to the coronavirus crisis       AP

Hundreds line up for a food bank organised by Healthy Waltham in Waltham, 
Massachusetts last week. It usually serves 250-300 people at its monthly food 
pantry, but 900 people showed up as far back as early last month                   Getty 

Boxes of food are distributed by volunteers at the Greater Pittsburgh Community  
Food Bank at a drive-through distribution point in the city centre AP

Medical staff load a body into an ambulance outside a nursing home in 
Andover, New Jersey, where 17 bodies were found                           Getty

Bodies are moved to a refrigerator truck serving as a morgue outside a hospital in 
Brooklyn, New York where officials have called for more testing              Getty 

Andrew Cuomo, the three-term Democratic governor of New York, is likely to be a presidential contender in 2024



‘H
ear ye! Hear ye! Hear 
ye!” It’s at moments 
like this, the begin-
ning of its third im-
peachment trial in 
245 years, that you 

suspect the US secretly craves a monarchy. 
Its divorce from Britain is long complete, 
but it remains stubbornly wedded to Brit-
ain’s archaic traditions. And nowhere is 
this hankering more in evidence than on 
the floor of the US Senate.

Be careful what you wish for. Because at 
the core of the impeachment trial of Don-
ald  Trump is the claim that Trump, like 
the monarchs of Merry Olde Englande, 
considers himself above the law.

And by next weekend, he will no doubt 
have been proven right. In this instance, 
at any rate. Late on Friday night, as the 
Democrats’ prosecution of Trump for 
abuse of power and obstruction of Con-
gress drew to a close, the chances of four 
Republicans voting with Democrats to 
introduce new evidence appear to have 
dimmed considerably. The prospect of 
persuading 20 Republican senators to 
break ranks and vote to remove Trump 
seems like a Democratic fever dream.

A monarchy – or the lack thereof – 
emerges as one of the main themes of the 
impeachment trial, one that’s pounded 
home at the outset with a famous quote 
– both ominous and optimistic – from 
Benjamin Franklin. The story goes that as 
Franklin was leaving Independence Hall 
after the Constitutional Convention in 
1787, someone shouted out, “Doctor, what 
have we got? A republic or a monarchy?” 
To which Franklin replied; “‘A Republic, 
if you can keep it.”

It runs like a leitmotif through the 
presentations of the seven Democratic 
trial prosecutors, rearing its contentious 
head late on Friday evening when Adam 
Schiff, rouses torpid Republican senators 
and raises their hackles by quoting a CBS 
report suggesting they were threatened 
that their heads would be put “on a pike” if 
they voted against Trump. The quote, cited 
by Schiff as further evidence of Trump’s 
imperialist tendencies triggers a furious 
response, ensuring the week ends on as 
acrimonious a note as it began.

Foregone conclusion
The opulence of the surroundings and the 
observance of centuries’ old ritual are at 
odds with a trial that has been leeched 
of gravity and meaning by the sense that 
both sides are merely going through the 
motions, that the outcome is a foregone 
conclusion. Trump is on schedule for an 
acquittal by next weekend, with time 
to spare to prepare his victory lap at the 
nationally televised State of the Union 
address on February 4.

Inside the magnificent neoclassical ex-
terior, the Senate chamber and its corri-
dors are a cornucopia of gold leaf and 
marble, murals and polished wood. Busts 
of America’s founding fathers gaze down 
on the antics of senators who display little 
sense of moment from the outset of an 
event that has only happened three times 
in US history.

The trial rules stipulate, unrealistically 
as it transpires, that “standing will not be 
permitted on the floor and this require-
ment will be strictly enforced. Accord-
ingly, all Senators are requested to remain 
in their seats at all times they are on the 
Senate floor.”

Even more unrealistically, they stipulate 
there will be no cellphones, no reading, 
no talking or communicating with fellow 
jurors and no eating. On pain of impris-
onment. Drinks are limi to two choices; 
water or milk. Glimpses between the 
ornate doors of the Senate cloakroom 
reveal piles of sweets and refreshments 
of various types.

Republican Senator Pat Toomey of 
Pennsylvania receives a giant container 
stocked with several thousand tubes of 
Rolos. On the Republican side there is 
a revolving door of senators who enter 
the cloakroom and emerge like guilty 
schoolboys, furtively chewing and wiping 

their mouths.
Both Democrats and Republicans stroll 

around the Senate chamber or stand 
slouched against its marble columns, 
hands in their pockets. Many of them 
– Republicans Lindsay Graham and Ted 
Cruz and Democrat Bernie Sanders among 
the chief offenders – leave the chambers 
for up to half an hour at a time. The chief 
justice John Roberts, aside from issuing a 
mild rebuke amid heated exchanges on 
Tuesday, sits supine, unwilling to corral 
his charges, many of whom behave more 
like hyperactive toddlers than impartial 
jurors in what they repeatedly remind us 
is “the world’s greatest deliberative body”.

In the public gallery, some well-known 
faces appear; actress and activist Alys-
sa Milano is present with an entourage. 
Former Arizona senator Jeff Flake also 
observes proceedings from the public 
gallery, a visual reminder of what happens 
to Republican senators who cross Trump. 

Several diplomats, including Irish Am-
bassador Dan Mulhall, briefly observe the 
proceedings. But for most of the week, 
the public gallery is less than half full, 
an apathy that is mirrored by the small 
and sporadic protests outside. There is 
little sign that the US  is transfixed by this 
event in the way it was with the Clin-
ton impeachment trial or the Watergate 
hearings. Strong-arming a foreign ally 
into investigating a political rival does not 
trigger the same outrage as a president’s 
sperm on an intern’s dress.

On the floor below, Senate majority 
leader, Mitch McConnell, 77, cuts a cu-
riously effeminate figure for a good ol’ 
boy from Kentucky. He sits for most of 
the hearings with his hands folded high 
on his chest, chin occasionally nodding 
downwards as though in slumber. Put 
him in a bonnet and a crinoline dress, he 
could easily pass as a doughty dowager, 
the sort who might accompany Maggie 

Smith on walks around Downton Abbey, 
tutting and fretting about the days when 
the lower orders knew their place.

Just feet away, Chuck Schumer sits 
slumped in his chair, his hand support-
ing his head. Schumer’s body language 
is a visual metaphor for the white flag of 
surrender. The house managers might be 
giving it their all in the well of the Senate, 
but Schumer, who rarely exhibits much 
stomach for battle, looks as though he’s 
merely going through the motions while 
he sits and waits for certain defeat.

While Democrats appear dejected, 
Republicans, with some notable excep-
tions, make little attempt to disguise their 
contempt for the proceedings. Republican 
Senate intelligence committee chairman 
Richard Burr hands out fidget spinners to 
alleviate their boredom. Senator Marsha 
Blackburn reads a polemic entitled ‘Re-
sistance at All Costs: How Trump Haters 
Are Breaking America’.

Tom Cotton, the twitchy Republican 
hardliner from Arkansas receives several 
large brown envelopes full of materials 
from which he makes copious notes, 
his fingers fluttering incessantly over 
the pages.

Empty seats
On late Wednesday afternoon, about four 
hours into the first day of the Democrats’ 
presentation of their case for removal, I 
count 19 empty seats on the Republican 
side of the floor. Almost 40 per cent of 
Senators had left the hearing some for 
up to 40 minutes. On the Democratic side 
of the house, as many as nine seats were 
empty at a time.

Bernie Sanders appears more irascible 
than ever, alternating between slouching 
in his chair, sighing and gazing upwards 
at the ceiling and abruptly leaving the 
chamber. For most of the time he resem-
bles a very old – and very truculent – 

teenager forced to sit through a gathering 
of despised relatives. Sanders clearly has 
places he’d rather be, like Iowa or New 
Hampshire, where he’s enjoying another 
surge in the polls despite – or because 
of – his absence from the campaign trial.

Also in the blue corner, my bird’s eye 
view of Elizabeth Warren suggests she’s 
totting up rows of numbers on several 
pages, which are more likely to be con-
nected to campaign logistics and finance 
than the articles of impeachment.

Republican Senator for Texas Ted Cruz, 
who sits in the back row, has become 
noticeably heavier in recent months. His 
face seems frozen in a rictus that’s half-
smirk, half-grimace as he makes regular 
forays into the Senate cloakroom, where 
he can be seen through the brass doors 
seated in more comfortable confines of an 
overstuffed leather wing chair, his hand 
in the candy bowl.

Throughout the week, he promotes his 
nightly impeachment-themed podcast 
around three dozen times, in between 
tweeting his disdain for the proceedings. 
“Hour 23 of redundant impeachment ar-
guments,” one tweet reads. “For those 
following at home: Drinking game — every 
time House Dems say “drug deal” or “get 
over it” . . . drink a shot of milk!”. The tweet 
which generated more than 31,000 likes 
also triggered an angry backlash from 
many of his constituents.

Cruz’s attempts to ingratiate himself 
with Trump – or his inner circle – have 
been less than successful. Lindsay Gra-
ham, his fellow Republican and Trump’s 
cheerleader-in-chief, once opined that 
‘"If you killed Ted Cruz on the floor of 
the Senate, and the trial was in the Sen-
ate, nobody would convict you." Then 
it was intended as a reflection of Cruz’s 
unpopularity with his fellow Senators; 
now it sounds like an indictment of a 53 
Republican Senators that appear loath to 
uphold their constitutionally mandated 
role as impartial jurors.

Marco Rubio, ever the boy scout, also 
sits at the back of the class, writing as-
siduously. Three rows in front, Lindsay 
Graham, the self-designated disruptor, 
sits scowling and sneering. On several 
occasions he leaves the chamber for half 
an hour at a time. Conveniently he misses 
a clip of himself from 20 years earlier 
making an argument for Bill Clinton’s 
impeachment which is the antithesis of 
the position he’s taking now.

On Friday, there’s a poignant moment 
when a television interview with John 
McCain, the maverick Republican senator 
and Trump nemesis who died of brain 
cancer in 2018, plays on the giant video 
screens. For the senators present, hearing 
McCain’s voice and seeing his image on 
the Senate floor, where he was a larger 
than life presence for more than three 
decades, is a disquieting moment, a re-
minder of a senator who wasn’t afraid to 
stand for principle rather than political 
expediency.

This is especially true for Graham, who 
had a long and close friendship with 
McCain before switching allegiances to 
Trump. While Graham played a relatively 
small role in McCain’s elaborate funeral 
services in 2018, he delivered a tearful 
eulogy to his “best friend” on the Senate 
floor. Many of the Republican senators 
fidget and look away from the screen as 
McCain’s voice stresses the importance 
of the US’s defence of Ukraine against 
Russian aggression.

Graham stares intently at the screen 
for a moment before looking away. What 
McCain, who was fearless in his criti-
cism of Trump, would make of his old 
friend’s complete capitulation has been 
the subject of many discussions in the 
Senate corridors among Republicans and 

Democrats alike.
By Friday night, the air is heavy with 

fatigue. Democratic house managers fin-
ish a marathon, seven-person presenta-
tion that alternates between passionate, 
spellbinding oratory and mind-numbing 
repetition, the consolation prize is their 
belief that they fought to protect the US 
constitution and the balance of powers 
it envisaged. 

Repeatedly, Democrats tell me that his-
tory will record them as the moral victors. 
But history, we all know, is written by 
the winners.

The Democratic senators are full of 
praise for Schiff in particular. Virginia 
senator Mark Warner tells me, as the Sen-
ators finally prepare to leave around 11pm 
on Friday night, that Schiff has delivered 
“oratory for the ages”. “I’ll give him 12 out 
of 10,” he says.

Several others agree, noting that Schiff, 
of all the house managers, left it all on the 
field. Schiff himself looks bleary eyed 
and weary, even as he is congratulated 
by Republican senator for Indiana Mike 
Braun. Moments later, Braun concedes his 
discomfort with the proceedings to the 
Business Post. Asked if he believes Trump 
did something inappropriate he responds, 
“if he didn’t we wouldn’t be here”.

Fear and loathing
Braun’s comments reveal an underlying 
truth shared by many Republican sena-
tors, who privately despise Trump. But 
their fear of him exceeds their loathing, 
something Schiff taps into in his closing 
moments with an appeal for moral cour-
age from the Senate. 

It’s an appeal that will fall on deaf ears. 
Moments after 11pm on Friday night, as he 
boards the shuttle back to the Senate offic-
es, Lindsey Graham gives an insight into 
the Republican defence, which although 
it started yesterday morning, gets properly 
under way tomorrow. Trump’s lawyers are 
going to go after the Bidens, and demand 
a full investigation into them both.

Whether or not Democrats will be 
rewarded for their efforts to uphold the 
Constitution in the November polls is un-
certain. But with 24 Republican Senate 
seats up for grabs, including in half a dozen 
in purple states, Democrats are hoping 
that the voters will exact a price from 
Senate Republicans for rigging the trial.

Current polls show that a majority of 
Americans want to see witnesses – in-
cluding former national security adviser 
John Bolton and White House chief of 
staff Mick Mulvaney – testify at the im-
peachment trial. But opinion polls are also 
showing Trump’s 44 per cent approval 
ratings are as high has they’ve been at any 
point during this three-year presidency, 
courtesy of a robust economy.

Earlier on Friday afternoon, Cruz and 
other Republican senators leave the hear-
ings to step outside for selfies with some of 
the thousands in attendance at an annual 
anti-abortion march on Capitol Hill. This 
year for the first time, it was addressed by 
Trump, who has taken up the cudgels of 
the evangelical far right with increased 
gusto in recent weeks.

Late Friday night, inside the cavernous 
bar and lobby area of the Trump Interna-
tional Hotel on Pennsylvania Avenue, gi-
ant screens show UFC and impeachment 
trial reruns, while stragglers at the bar 
discuss the likely outcome of a face-off 
between Adam Schiff and UFC star Conor 
MacGregor.

In another of the multiple ironies of this 
era, overshadowed by the giant gold letters 
that spell out Trump, an ancient statue of 
Benjamin Franklin stands, roughly half-
way between the Senate and the White 
House.

A Republic, if you can keep it.
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For most of the week, 
the public gallery is less 
than half full, an apathy 
that is mirrored by the 
small and sporadic 
protests outside the 
building

Despite the 
theatrical 
flourishes, there is 
little sign that the 
US is transfixed 
by this event in 
the way it was 
with the Clinton 
impeachment trial 
or the Watergate 
hearings
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Impeachment fails to create any 
drama for an apathetic public

Republican Ted Cruz is using the impeachment to broadcast nightly impeachment-themed podcasts Getty

Senate majority leader Mitch McConnell leaves the Senate as the impeachment trial proceedings adjourn for the night  Getty

Republican senator Lindsey 
Graham takes questions from 
the press in the Senate subway 
during a recess in the Senate 
impeachment trial of president 
Donald Trump  Getty
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