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The Rise of American Authoritarianism (Vox, Mar 1, 2016) 

[Researchers like Hetherington and Weiler, Stanley Feldman, Karen Stenner, and 
Elizabeth Suhay, to name just a few] study what they call authoritarianism: not 
the dictators themselves, but rather the psychological profile of people who, 
under the right conditions, will desire certain kinds of extreme policies and will 
seek strongman leaders to implement them. 

The field … has come to develop the contours of a grand theory of 
authoritarianism, culminating quite recently, in 2005, with Stenner's seminal The 
Authoritarian Dynamic — just in time for that theory to seemingly come true, 
more rapidly and in greater force than any of them had imagined, in the 
personage of one Donald Trump and his norm-shattering rise. 

According to Stenner's theory, there is a certain subset of people who hold latent 
authoritarian tendencies. These tendencies can be triggered or "activated" by the 
perception of physical threats or by destabilizing social change, leading those 
individuals to desire policies and leaders that we might more colloquially call 
authoritarian. 



It is as if, the NYU professor Jonathan Haidt has written, a button is pushed that 
says, "In case of moral threat, lock down the borders, kick out those who are 
different, and punish those who are morally deviant." 

“AUTHORITARIANS ARE A REAL CONSTITUENCY THAT EXISTS 
INDEPENDENTLY OF TRUMP — AND WILL PERSIST AS A FORCE IN 
AMERICAN POLITICS 

Authoritarians prioritize social order and hierarchies, which bring a sense of 
control to a chaotic world. Challenges to that order — diversity, influx of 
outsiders, breakdown of the old order — are experienced as personally 
threatening because they risk upending the status quo order they equate with 
basic security. 

This is, after all, a time of social change in America. The country is becoming 
more diverse, which means that many white Americans are confronting race in a 
way they have never had to before. Those changes have been happening for a 
long time, but in recent years they have become more visible and harder to 
ignore. And they are coinciding with economic trends that have 
squeezed working-class white people.

http://righteousmind.com/the-key-to-trump-is-stenners-authoritarianism/
http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2016/01/white-working-class-poverty/424341/


When they face physical threats or threats to the status quo, authoritarians 
support policies that seem to offer protection against those fears. They favor 
forceful, decisive action against things they perceive as threats. And they 
flock to political leaders who they believe will bring this action. 

For decades, the Republican Party has been winning over authoritarians 
by implicitly promising to stand firm against the tide of social change, and 
to be the party of force and power rather than the party of negotiation and 
compromise. But now it may be discovering that its strategy has worked 
too well ….


https://www.vox.com/2016/3/1/11127424/trump-authoritarianism

https://www.vox.com/2016/3/1/11127424/trump-authoritarianism


2 kinds of religion/theology: 
authoritarian 

anti-authoritarian 









the pandemic: 
covid-19 

a virus 
that affects the lungs (and more) 

and is highly contagious



The other pandemic: 
authoritarianism. 

a syndrome 
that affects the brain (and 

behavior) and is highly 
contagious



Authoritarianism: a process of 
centralizing power in an individual, 
party, or cabal by using fear of a 
real or concocted enemy, radical 

division of society based on support 
for the regime, gross distortion of/

diversion from the truth, and 
suppression of dissent.



Authoritarian Followers: a 
percentage of the population (perhaps 
30 - 35%?) whose brains are easily 
activated by anxiety, anger, or other 
strong emotions to willingly submit to 
an authoritarian leader, deriving great 
pleasure from that submission and the 
belonging it conveys. 



Right Wing Authoritarians: mobilize 
around a threat or enemy (real or 
concocted) 

Left Wing Authoritarians:  
mobilize around a desired gain  



Authoritarian Leaders have Global 
Networks - sharing information, 
tactics, for mutual advantage. (Robert 
Mueller, 2011) 

Iron Triangles - 1. Mafia/Crime Syndicates, 
2. Corrupt Government Leaders and 

Officials, 3. Business Leaders 
https://archives.fbi.gov/archives/news/speeches/the-evolving-organized-

crime-threat 

PLUS - 4. Religious Leaders (Iron Quadrangles)



Before mass leaders seize the power to fit reality to their lies, 
their propaganda is marked by its extreme contempt for facts as 
such, for in their opinion fact depends entirely on the power of 

man who can fabricate it. 

— Hannah Arendt, 1951 (The Origins of Totalitarianism)



The moment we no longer have a free press, anything can 
happen. What makes it possible for a totalitarian or any 
other dictatorship to rule is that people are not informed; 
how can you have an opinion if you are not informed? If 
everybody always lies to you, the consequence is not that 
you believe the lies, but rather that nobody believes 
anything any longer. This is because lies, by their very 
nature, have to be changed, and a lying government has 
constantly to rewrite its own history. On the receiving end 
you get not only one lie — a lie which you could go on for 
the rest of your days — but you get a great number of lies, 
depending on how the political wind blows. And a people 
that no longer can believe anything cannot make up its 
mind. It is deprived not only of its capacity to act but also 
of its capacity to think and to judge. And with such a 
people you can then do what you please.



• In an ever-changing, incomprehensible world the 
masses had reached the point where they would, 
at the same time, believe everything and nothing, 
think that everything was possible and that nothing 
was true. [...] under such conditions, one could 
make people believe the most fantastic statements 
one day, and trust that if the next day they were 
given irrefutable proof of their falsehood, they 
would take refuge in cynicism; instead of deserting 
the leaders who had lied to them, they would 
protest that they had known all along that the 
statement was a lie and would admire the leaders 
for their superior tactical cleverness.


•





the authoritarian 
alpha male (or female) 

and their domination hierarchies



Patriarchy and male aggressiveness

The problem of primogeniture

Democracy as choosing a nation’s patriarch

In 2016, women ran for president in both party primaries, and Hillary Clinton became the 
first woman to win a majority of votes to lead the nation (although she lost the election via 
the electoral college). 

If Clinton had won, it would have done far more than break a “glass ceiling.” It would have 
signaled a tipping point in global shift beyond patriarchy. We stand, we might say, on the 
threshold of a post-patriarchal culture, a culture that seeks new qualities in leaders. When 
male aggressiveness is being effectively managed through cultural and professional 
norms, education, and laws, leaders can move beyond traditional patriarchal displays, 
and embody post-patriarchal leadership qualities such as curiosity, humility, honesty, 
compassion, moral integrity, long-range thinking, systems thinking, both/and or non-dual 
thinking, nonviolence, exemplary service, generosity, and collaboration.

Even this simplified understanding of patriarchy can help us understand some of the 
underlying dynamics of our current political anxiety.



One one level, we might say that people are less likely to risk something new 
when they are under stress, the “devil you know” being preferable to the devil 
you don’t know. So the risk of moving farther in a post-patriarchal direction 
proved too much for America’s stressed-out electorate. Made chronically 
anxious through a mix of real threats and media-generated anxieties, voters in 
key swing states chose a strongman. 

Trump auditioned perfectly for the role of authoritarian patriarch-in-chief. In the 
primaries, he was willing to use threats of violence, outrageous insults, 
displays of wealth (including threats to sue) to either cow his rivals into 
submission or drive them from the field. He even employed physical posturing 
and braggadocio about his genital size to prove on a subconscious level that 
he was the fittest alpha male to be trusted. One of his favorite - almost 
messianic - expressions, “Believe me,” invited people to put concerns about 
moral character aside and revert to confidence in a more primal patriarchy.
. 



Trump is very conscious of appealing to primal urges, as he explains in 
a 2007 book. After boasting that he has “had” all kinds of women - 
“beautiful, famous, successful, married,” he explains:

We may live in houses in the suburbs but our minds and emotions are 
still only a short step out of the jungle. In primitive times women clung 
to the strongest males for protection. They did not take any chances 
with a nobody; low-status males who did not have the means to house 
them, protect them, and feed them and their offspring. High-status 
males displayed their prowess through their kick-ass attitudes. They 
were not afraid to think for themselves and make their own decisions. 
They did not give a crap about what other people in the tribe thought. 
That kind of attitude was and still is associated with the kind of men 
women find attractive. (Think Big)



We might expect sexual braggadocio and “kick-ass attitudes” to turn off 
religious people, but actually, traditional theology reinforces the primal 
lure of patriarchy. After all, God in traditional monotheism is most 
commonly imaged as a Zeus-like super-patriarch, ready to smite with 
violence those who defy his omnipotence. With an all-powerful patriarch 
at the top of the great chain of being, the whole universe is rendered 
eternally patriarchal. 

In this light, we shouldn’t be so surprised that so many traditional 
Protestants and Catholics voted for Donald Trump. His strong-man 
persona and patterns of demagoguery felt less threatening and more 
familiar to believers in a patriarchal universe. Their patriarchal 
orientation actually made it easier for them to forgive a bit of p*ssy 
grabbing, punch-him-in-the-face pugilism, racial innuendo, and unself-
conscious arrogance, as long as Trump played the familiar patriarchal 
role. After all, patriarchal boys will be boys.



Patriarchy also explains why progressive Christians like myself found 
Trump so unacceptable. For us, Christmas is not the birth of an alpha 
male who plays by the old set of patriarchal rules, but rather, it is the 
celebration of the omega male: the model of a new humanity for both 
women and men. The way of Christ, as we understand it, is not a way of 
eye-for-eye revenge, but a way of nonviolent resistance, forgiveness, 
and reconciliation. It is not a way of domination, but service. It is not a 
way of leading through displays of physical, sexual, or financial 
prowess, but through displays of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
gentleness, faithfulness, goodness, and self control.





Beatitudes … 
“Blessed are” 

? 



Jesus[c] went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and 
proclaiming the good news[d] of the kingdom and curing every 
disease and every sickness among the people. 24 So his fame spread 
throughout all Syria, and they brought to him all the sick, those 
who were afflicted with various diseases and pains, demoniacs, 
epileptics, and paralytics, and he cured them. 25 And great crowds 
followed him from Galilee, the Decapolis, Jerusalem, Judea, and 
from beyond the Jordan.

When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up the mountain; and 
after he sat down, his disciples came to him. Then he began to 
speak, and taught them, saying:

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%204&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-23233c
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%204&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-23233d


We bless the poor and vulnerable, and those in solidarity with the 
poor and vulnerable, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

We bless those bereaved who mourn for loved ones they have lost 
to illness and violence, for they will be comforted.

We bless those brave enough to be non-violent, for they will 
inherit the earth.

We bless those who are insatiably hungry and thirsty for justice, 
for they will be filled.



We bless all who choose to be merciful rather than vengeful, for they 
will receive mercy.

We bless all who choose to be pure in heart rather than deceitful and 
hypocritical, for they will see God.

We bless all who choose to be spreaders of peace rather than 
spreaders of hate, for they will be called children of God.

We bless all who are persecuted, harassed, heckled, rejected, and 
mocked for standing for justice, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.



Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and 
utter all kinds of evil against you falsely for standing with 
Jesus, for standing for what he stood for. 

Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in 
the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before 
you.
 



the poor (and those in solidarity)
the bereaved mourners
the non-violent meek
the hungry and thirsty for justice

the merciful
the pure in heart/genuine/non-deceptive/non-duplicitious
peacemakers
persecuted (You - the prophetic!)

 






