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I. INTRODUCTION

Official presidential communications, particularly executive orders and
presidential proclamations, are powerful expressions of presidential power, and
it is no secret that President Trump has deployed them with unusual frequency
and ambition. They are also an important opportunity for a President to link a
broad vision with specific policies. For President Trump, that linkage has often
involved an uplifting narrative about the founding and evolution of the United
States, which sets the stage for a story of national betrayal and redemption.
Because Trump uses presidential proclamations and executive orders to tell this
story, he is positioning his narrative as the official version of history in some
sense, articulated on behalf of the federal government that he leads. In turn, this
official version becomes the basis for government action, sometimes punishing
those whom the story paints as wrongdoers, sometimes demanding that others
adopt the story or help silence variant views.

This essay seeks to unearth that narrative, pieced together from numerous
executive orders and official presidential proclamations, to show how it frames
public communication and justifies the use of agency powers.! This essay begins
by discussing how narrative plays a role in law, which provides the background
for a reconstruction of Trump’s retelling of the American story. To Trump,
American history is a story of betrayal, in which sworn enemies of sacred
American values have done their best to destroy everything America stands for.
It is also a saga of redemption and retribution led by Trump himself. This
narrative serves to frame and justify a host of executive actions. This essay
concludes with reflections about the implications for American democracy.

II. THE PLACE OF STORIES IN LAW

Critical scholars such as Catherine MacKinnon have long stressed the role
of language and narratives in shaping society, power structures, and hierarchies.
MacKinnon, for example wrote in her book Only Words that “[s]ocial
inequality is substantially created and enforced—that is, done—through words
and images.”* She continued that “[sJocial hierarchy cannot and does not exist
without being embodied in meanings and expressed in communications.”3 Thus,
“[e]levation and denigration are all accomplished through meaningful symbols
and communicative acts in which saying it is doing it.”4 Later in the book, she
added that “[w]ords and images are how people are placed in hierarchies, how
social stratification is made to seem inevitable and right, how feelings of
inferiority and superiority are engendered, and how indifference to violence

1. Analyzing the factual accuracy of Trump’s assertions is beyond the scope of this essay. For present
purposes, what is important is the story they tell about the nation’s history, present situation, and future.

2. CATHERINE A. MACKINNON, ONLY WORDS 13 (1993).

3. Id.

4. Id.



104 UC LAW JOURNAL [Vol. 77:101

against those on the bottom is rationalized and normalized.”5 Although this may
overstate the role of language, it does point at ways in which communication can
shape societal norms.

Stories can be a powerful way of making and remaking social meaning and,
when used by the powerful, to legitimize and exercise that power.® As Andreas
von Arnauld explains, this is particularly true of what have been called “grand
narratives” about “who we are and what unites us,” which aids the “construction
of a “We.””7 Recourse to such narratives has been aptly called reasoning “in the
style of legends.”® And rather than being “faithful representations of who we are
and what it is that unites us,” these grand narratives may be products of the
dominant viewpoint of those in power.% Perhaps that is not a universal truth, but
it certainly applies to President Trump’s version of American history.

Reliance on grand narratives is probably unavoidable. Linda Edwards
unpacks some key findings from cognitive science:

A culture’s master stories provide the most common and effective schemas.

We are hard-wired to organize the world into stories, and there is reason to

suspect that deductive reasoning processes arise derivatively from such

preexisting frames. Cultural stories mediate new events, infusing them with
shared social meaning. They channel new events into that well-worn path. The
outcome will seem both true and inevitable.*©

Thus, these master stories shape our thinking in ways we may not be consciously
aware of.

While these grand narratives may include accounts of history, they can
inhabit an uneasy middle ground between historical accuracy and mythic import.
As one scholar observes, “[i]n politics, narratives are a tool for political
messaging and persuasion. Politicians use narratives to construct perspectives of
people within their environment and alter relationships between social groups
and individuals. Narratives create influence through the value they
communicate, not necessarily because they tell the truth.”** Yet the situation may
be different when these myths claim recognition in the law. Von Arnauld
remarks, “[t]hat these narratives, however, are cloaked as a sequence of

5. Id. at31.

6. Consider Robert Cover’s observation that: “Every prescription is insistent in its demand to be located
in discourse—to be supplied with history and destiny, beginning and end, explanation and purpose. And every
narrative is insistent in its demand for its prescriptive point, its moral.” Robert M. Cover, Foreword: Nomos and
Narrative, 97 HARV. L. REV. 4, 5 (1983).

7. Andreas von Arnauld, Norms and Narrative, 18 GER. L.J. 309, 310-13 (2017).

8. Id.at315.

9. Id. at 319-19.

10. Linda H. Edwards, Telling Stories in the Supreme Court: Voices Briefs and the Role of Democracy in
Constitutional Deliberation, 29 YALE J.L. & FEMINISM 29, 60 (2025).

11. Sharon Bassan, Recentering Women in Judicial Decisions on Reproductive Practices: U.S. and Israeli
Case Studies, 45 COLUM. J. GENDER & L. 173, 175-76 (2025).
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historical events, and not as storytelling, is far from unproblematic, given law’s
general claim to rationality.”!2

Grand narratives may be useful as frames, but when they are taken as fact,
they can serve as conversation stoppers. In evaluating arguments, cognitive
scientists have distinguished between central route processing, “marked by
careful, critical evaluation of the merits,” and peripheral route processing,
“rely[ing] more on familiar attitudes and patterns of thought.”'3 The risk, then,
is that reading grand narratives as established facts pushes people into peripheral
route processing.

In an earlier debate over storytelling as a form of legal scholarship, Suzanna
Sherry and I raised similar concerns about the way stories were used in legal
scholarship to establish definitive archetypes, which we linked to postmodern
critiques of truth.'4 We found that expressions of skepticism about objective
truth, conventional forms of reasoning, and empirical evidence were widespread
among advocates of personal stories as a form of scholarship.'5 This is far more
concerning when stories are the justification for action by the most powerful
person in the country.

Executive orders, as opposed to the acts of administrative agencies, are less
constrained by requirements of reasoned explanation or empirical support.t©
Thus, they are more open to reliance on stories about the world as a form of
justification, cut free from the need for evidentiary support. When stories pass
from being a form of persuasion to a justification for coercion, the need to
understand their function and limitations becomes especially pressing.

III. TRUMP’S RENDITION OF THE AMERICAN STORY

Many of the executive orders discussed in this section are intensely
controversial, and their claims about American history would surely be
contested by many historians. As we will see, however, the proclamations and
executive orders do tell a coherent story, one that then serves as the basis for
tangible actions. These stories then become official federal renderings of history
that must be promoted through all the many channels at the government’s
disposal. Sometimes the stories have more concrete consequences, serving as
justifications for harsh sanctions or new regulations. Whether or not stories in
general are exercises of power or rebellions against it, these presidential stories
are underwritten by the power of the federal government in one form or another.

12. Amauld, supra note 7, at 317.

13. Edwards, supra note 10, at 61-62.

14. Daniel Farber & Suzanna Sherry, Legal Storytelling and Constitutional Law: The Medium and the
Message, in LAW’S STORY 37, 37-53 (Peter Brooks & Paul Gewirtz eds., 1996).

15. This seems to remain true today. For instance, Bassan maintains that “[n]arrative approaches can
challenge traditional models of knowledge by recognizing multiple truths constructed by socially and historically
situated individuals about a dynamic world.” Bassan, supra note 11, at 181.

16. Lisa Manheim & Kathryn A. Watts, Reviewing Presidential Orders, 86 U. CHI. L. REv. 1743 1813
(2019).
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A. THE NARRATIVE OF AMERICAN VALUES AND IDENTITY

In presenting a narrative of American history, President Trump has gone
back to the beginning of European settlement. To celebrate English settlement
in Jamestown he issued an official Proclamation celebrating the “418th
Anniversary of the First Landing and the Raising of the Cape Henry Cross.””
The decision to issue a proclamation for this event seems far from routine. The
raising of the cross was an obscure event, and 418th is not a memorable
anniversary.

The Proclamation stands out because Christianity is a major theme of
retelling the Jamestown story. The Proclamation speaks of a “courageous band
of Christians” who “erected a towering wooden cross at the crest of Cape Henry,
Virginia.”8 In doing so, “[t]hey consecrated the New World, gave thanks to God
for their safe passage, and dedicated the land to His glory.” 19 Their cross was
“a visible symbol of the covenant the settlers made on their first day in the New
World—for themselves and their posterity—to obey God, seek His blessing, and
place their trust in Him.”2° And later in the Proclamation: “Today, a majestic
granite cross stands on those same hallowed shores as a testament to the steadfast
Christian belief of the Jamestown settlers that God’s grace abides.”?2!

Although specifically Christian language does not figure heavily in most
other proclamations, an October 2025 proclamation applauds Columbus’s
efforts to “spread the Gospel of Jesus Christ to distant lands.””22 It celebrates that
upon making landfall, Columbus “planted a majestic cross in a mighty act of
devotion.”3 But sadly, “Columbus has been a prime target of a vicious and
merciless campaign to erase our history, slander our heroes, and attack our
heritage.”?4 In response to this critical view of American history, the President
is “leading a renewal of faith in our schools, military, workplaces, hospitals, and
halls of Government” and has “proudly established a Task Force to Eradicate
Anti-Christian Bias, which is charged with identifying and eliminating all anti-
Christian policies, practices, and conduct in executive departments and
agencies.”?5

17. Proclamation No. 10926, 90 Fed. Reg. 18905 (Apr. 29, 2025). Notably, the existing inhabitants are
completely missing from the Proclamation, as if the settlers had found an empty continent. This seems
particularly significant because the story of Pocahontas has become an integral part of the conventional
Jamestown story. See, Frederic W. Gleach, Pocahontas: An Exercise in Mythmaking and Marketing, in NEW
PERSPECTIVES ON NATIVE NORTH AMERICA: CULTURES, HISTORIES, AND REPRESENTATIONS 433, 441 (Sergei
A.Kan & Pauline Turner Strong eds., 2006).

18. Proclamation No. 10926, 90 Fed. Reg. at 18905.

19. Id.

20. Id.

21. Id.

22. Proclamation No. 10980, 90 Fed. Reg. 48249 (Oct. 9, 2025) (“Columbus Day, 2025”). Charlie Kirk,
the murdered rightwing leader, also received praise for “spreading the Gospel of Jesus Christ.” Proclamation
No. 10983, 90 Fed. Reg. 48371 (Oct. 14, 2025) (“National Day of Remembrance for Charlie Kirk™).

23. Proclamation No. 10980, 90 Fed. Reg. at 48249.

24. Id.

25. Proclamation No. 11003, 91 Fed. Reg. 2835 (Jan. 26, 2026) (“Religious Freedom Day, 2026”).
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Perhaps most strikingly sectarian is a February 2026 presidential message
that seems to officially endorse Christianity:

This Ash Wednesday, as we remember the Passion and ultimate sacrifice of
Christ on the cross, we send our best wishes for a meaningful Lenten season.
Above all, as we prepare for the triumphant resurrection of Jesus Christ on
Easter Sunday—the greatest miracle in the history of mankind—we pause to
remember those sacred words: “This is the time of fulfillment. The Kingdom
of God is at hand. Repent, and believe in the Gospel.”20

Who are the “we” in this pronouncement who are preparing to celebrate the
resurrection? Clearly, this group consists of Trump’s fellow Christians rather
than Jews, Muslims, Hindus, or non-believers who might not rejoice in the
government’s embrace of Christianity. Thus, the pronouncement seems to carry
an implicit message about who counts and who does not, who is represented by
the President and who is not.2”

Sounding a secular note, a proclamation celebrating the 250" anniversary
of the Battle of Bunker Hill evokes and defines patriotism.28 The Proclamation
speaks of a “fearless band of American patriots” who “stood their ground against
the mightiest military power of the age,” sending “a thundering message . . . that
the American people would never waver in their fight for freedom.”29 The
Proclamation ends: “The spirit of Bunker Hill lives on in every soldier who
defends this land, in every citizen who loves their country, and in every patriot
who believes that America’s best days are still ahead.”3° This language ties
patriotism to confidence in the country’s future and indirectly with Trump’s
claim to be ushering in a new era of American glory. Notably, apart from their
valor, the Founders also embodied “thousands of years’ worth of wisdom,

26. Presidential Message on Ash Wednesday, THE WHITE HOUSE (Jan. 18, 2026),
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/2026/02/presidential-message-on-ash-wednesday/. To be
fair, a presidential statement the previous day sends a brief but cordial message regarding Ramadan. Presidential
Message on Ramadan, THE WHITE HOUSE (Feb. 17, 2026), https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-
statements/2026/02/presidential-message-on-ramadan-ecc0/. This message does not, however, describe let alone
endorse Islamic beliefs. Comparing the two messages, it seems that Christians are treated as insiders whose
beliefs are shared while Muslims are greeted as outsiders. Notably, another White House statement trumpets a
speech by Secretary of State Marco Rubio calling on Europeans to draw on their “profound Christian foundations
and cultural legacy — which helped forge the United States” to reclaim their sovereignty and global standing.
In Munich, Secretary Rubio Calls on Allies to Embrace Shared Heritage, Meet Challenges of New Era, THE
WHITE HOUSE (February 14, 2026), https://www.whitehouse.gov/articles/2026/02/in-munich-secretary-rubio-
calls-on-allies-to-embrace-shared-heritage-meet-challenges-of-new-era/. The “profound Christian foundations”
attributed to Europe seem to be in contradistinction to religious nonbelievers and Europe’s growing Muslim
population. /d.

27. As Justice Sandra Day O’Connor put it, government endorsement of religion “sends a message to
nonadherents that they are outsiders, not full members of the political community, and an accompanying message
to adherents that they are insiders, favored members of the political community.” Lynch v. Donnelly, 465 U.S.
668, 688 (1984).

28. Proclamation No. 10954, 90 Fed. Reg. 26725 (July 17, 2025).

29. Id.

30. Id.
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philosophy, and culture,”3! presumably in contrast to other groups whose
traditions were less valuable.

In some proclamations, President Trump decries the threat of dissident
ideas to founding values. One example is a proclamation celebrating the 250
anniversary of the U.S. Army.32 “To ensure our Army’s storied legacy continues
well into the future,” the Proclamation says, Trump “purged the sinister ideology
of ‘Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion’ from the ranks of our military.”33 In a
proclamation for “Flag Day and National Flag Week,” President Trump again
targeted dissident views.34 The flag, he said, “time and again,” has been
“valiantly defended by patriots when extremist bands of anti-American agitators
have sought to desecrate and destroy it.”35 He returned to the theme of anti-
Americanism with the wish that the “Red, White, and Blue . . . always prevail
over those who seek to tear it down.”3¢ Thus, the American founding was
glorious, but only true patriots, rather than “extremist bands of anti-American
agitators,” are entitled to celebrate.3”

Several executive orders pronounce this view of history the official view
of the federal government, not merely a rhetorical flourish. An order titled
“Restoring Truth and Sanity to American History”38 begins as follows:

Over the past decade, Americans have witnessed a concerted and widespread

effort to rewrite our Nation’s history, replacing objective facts with a distorted

narrative driven by ideology rather than truth. This revisionist movement
seeks to undermine the remarkable achievements of the United States by
casting its founding principles and historical milestones in a negative light.39
The order then directs that all Smithsonian museums, national parks, and public
monuments be stripped of any trace of this “corrosive ideology.”4°

Another executive order, titled “Ending Radical Indoctrination in Public
Schools,”#* also takes aim at what it considers unpatriotic understandings of
history.42 According to this order, “[i]mprinting anti-American, subversive,
harmful, and false ideologies on our Nation’s children not only violates
longstanding anti-discrimination civil rights law[s] ... , but usurps basic

31. Proclamation No. 11007, 91 Fed. Reg. 5077 (Jan. 29, 2026) (“Year of Celebration and Rededication™).

32. Proclamation No. 10952, 90 Fed. Reg. 26181 (Jun. 13, 2025).

33, Id.

34. Proclamation No. 10951, 90 Fed. Reg. 26179 (Jun. 13, 2025).

35. Id.

36. Id.

37. Id.

38. Exec. Order No. 14253, 90 Fed. Reg. 14563 (Mar. 27, 2025).

39. Id.

40. Id. at 14563. Rather startlingly, this Executive Order also takes aim at an exhibit that frames race as a
socially constructed “‘human invention’ rather than as a “biological reality.” Id. (criticizing a Smithsonian
exhibit that “promotes the view that race is not a biological reality but a social construct”). This ofthand
expression of biological racism is disconcerting to say the least.

41. Exec. Order No. 14190, 90 Fed. Reg. 8853 (Jan. 29, 2025).

42. Id. (asserting that parents trust schools to “instill a patriotic admiration” for the United States but “have
witnessed schools indoctrinate their children in radical, anti-American ideologies”).
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parental authority.”43 The order defines “patriotic education” to mean “a
presentation of the history of America grounded”44 in the following:

(i) an accurate, honest, unifying, inspiring, and ennobling characterization of

America’s founding and foundational principles;

(i) a clear examination of how the United States has admirably grown closer

to its noble principles throughout its history;

(iii) the concept that commitment to America’s aspirations is beneficial and

justified; and

(iv) the concept that celebration of America’s greatness and history is

proper.45

A 2020 Executive Order,46 repealed by Biden but revived in Trump’s
second term,47 asserts that these founding principles extend throughout U.S.
history. “Throughout its national life, our Republic’s exploration of the full
meaning of these principles has led it through the ratification of a Constitution,
civil war, the abolition of slavery, Reconstruction, and a series of domestic crises
and world conflicts.”¥8 These later events “establish a clear historical record of
an exceptional Nation dedicated to the ideas and ideals of its founding.”49 The
order explicitly links this understanding of history to national identity: “As these
heroes [including Martin Luther King, Jr.] demonstrated, the path to a renewed
and confident national unity is through a rediscovery of a shared identity rooted
in our founding principles.”’5° To reinforce national unity based on the country’s
founding principles, the Executive Order called for concrete efforts to inculcate
these principles by the Department of Education, the Defense Department, and
the State Department.5* The Executive Order also convened a cabinet-level
committee to “advise agencies on prioritizing the American founding in Federal
grants and initiatives.”52

These official stories about American values and their realization over the
centuries embody, almost unnoticeably, an assumption that because successive
generations may have endorsed values like equality and liberty, those words
always had precisely the same meaning, a meaning upon which all are agreed.

43. Id.

44. Id. at 8854.

45. Id.

46. Exec. Order No. 13958, 85 Fed. Reg. 70951 (Nov. 2, 2020) (“Establishing the President’s Advisory
1776 Commission”) (revoked by Exec. Order No. 13985, 86 Fed. Reg. 7009 (Jan. 20, 2021)).

47. Exec. Order No. 14190, 90 Fed. Reg. at 8855 (“Ending Radical Indoctrination in K—12 Schooling”).

48. Exec. Order No. 13958, 85 Fed. Reg. at 70951.

49. Id.

50. Id. Also stressing continuity, a 2020 Executive Order opposing diversity training asserted that “[f]rom
the battlefield of Gettysburg to the bus boycott in Montgomery and the Selma-to-Montgomery marches, heroic
Americans have valiantly risked their lives to ensure that their children would grow up in a Nation living out its
creed, expressed in the Declaration of Independence.” Exec. Order No. 13950, 85 Fed. Reg. 60683 (Sept. 22,
2020).

51. Exec. Order No. 13958, 85 Fed. Reg. at 70951.

52. Id. at 70953.
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That makes the next move easy: assuming Trump’s own vision of these values
is identical to the visions of these historical predecessors. And by the same
token, those espousing a different vision of equality stand outside the historical
tradition that is constitutive of American identity.

To an extent, these invocations of the Founders and American traditions
may seem like banal political rhetoric. They gain their bite, however, from
related statements anathemizing people whose historical understanding is less
triumphalist. A later proclamation explains that President Trump is “defending
the value of American citizenship” and that the President is “fighting back
against the left-wing arsonists seeking to defile our history and defame our
Founding” in several ways: “teaching the truth about our Nation’s history in our
museums, saving American education and returning power to the American
parent, and shutting down every radical ‘Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion’
program in the Federal Government.”53 Thus, those whose view of history
includes more warts and flaws are “left-wing arsonists” who must receive an
aggressive government response.

B. CRisiS: THE BETRAYAL OF THE AMERICAN TRADITION (AND ITS COMING
RESTORATION)

Despite hints about other transgressors against Americanism, President
Trump’s official documents depict the Biden Administration as a unique assault
on Americanism. One example is a proclamation about the “101st Anniversary
of the U.S. Border Patrol.”54 It begins, “For 101 years, members of the United
States Border Patrol (USBP) have courageously served as guardians of our
sovereignty and protectors of our homeland against invasion, aggression, and
violence.”55 “Unfortunately,” the Proclamation says, “the last administration—
in an extraordinary act of deception and betrayal, imported an army of unvetted
illegal aliens, including violent criminals, thugs, gang members, and terrorists
from the darkest and most dangerous parts of the world.”5¢ Not to fear, however,
“[t]he tide turned on January 20, 2025 when Trump resumed office.57

Even worse, the Biden Administration was, according to another Executive
Order, an enemy of democracy.58 “The American people have witnessed the
previous administration engage in a systematic campaign against its perceived
political opponents, weaponizing the legal force of numerous Federal law
enforcement agencies and the Intelligence Community against those perceived
political opponents in the form of investigations, prosecutions, civil enforcement

53. Proclamation No. 10971, 90 Fed. Reg. 45905 (Sept. 18, 2025).

54. Proclamation No. 10946, 90 Fed. Reg. 23265 (May 27, 2025).

55. Id. at 23265-66.

56. Id.

57. Id.

58. Exec. Order No. 14147, 90 Fed. Reg. 8235 (Jan. 20, 2025) (“Ending the Weaponization of the Federal
Government”).
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actions, and other related actions.””59 Moreover, “[t]hese actions appear oriented
more toward inflicting political pain than toward pursuing actual justice or
legitimate governmental objectives.”®® The Executive Order calls this “an
unprecedented, third-world weaponization of prosecutorial power to upend the
democratic process.”61

A later proclamation of a “National Day of Patriotic Devotion” describes
the wreckage alleged to be left behind by the Biden Administration:

When I took office 1 year ago, our country was in a state of chaos and decline.
Our borders were wide open, allowing criminals, drug dealers, and violent
gang members to pour in and poison our communities. Crime was surging,
law enforcement was under siege, and Christians, conservatives, and other
innocent Americans were being viciously persecuted .... American
democracy had been undermined by lawlessness, government abuse, and a
collapse of accountability at the highest levels. Men were competing in
women’s sports and invading women’s locker rooms. Extremist left-wing
ideologies were being forced into classrooms.52

Thus, the Proclamation continues, the day on which Trump’s second term began,
“will forever be remembered as the day our Nation was restored to its full
greatness and glory.”03

This brings us to the final stage of the story, the Administration’s battle to
reclaim America. It is here that Trump’s master narrative asserts itself as a
conversation stopper: Those who dissent will be punished.

C. THE ENEMIES OF THE AMERICAN DREAM

In this telling, the Biden Administration was a singular low point in the
history of the country. Values that had previously been unchallenged were
suddenly twisted or rejected. But the damage to the country was aided and
abetted by others outside the Administration, thus justifying campaigns to bring
them all to heel. We have already seen how Trump’s rendition of the American
tradition defines who we are and correspondingly who we are not. The most
dangerous threats are from those embracing values at odds with America’s
“founding principles” while holding positions of great power, wealth, or
prestige. These are “new voices” that repeat the “old lies” of communism,
“cloaking them in the language of ‘social justice’ and ‘democratic socialism.””64

59. Id. Critics might view this as an apt description of the current Trump Administration itself.

60. Id.

61. Id.

62. Proclamation No. 11005, 91 Fed. Reg. 3315 (Jan. 20, 2026).

63. Id. at 3316. A White House statement pronounces that “[a]fter years of chaos, skyrocketing crime, and
soft-on-crime policies under Radical Left policies plunged the nation’s biggest cities into anarchy and disorder,
President Trump took office on a promise to restore public safety—and he has delivered.” President Trump
Celebrates America’s New Golden Age on Presidents’ Day, THE WHITE HOUSE (Feb. 16, 2026),
http://whitehouse.gov/articles/2026/02/president-trump-celebrates-americas-new-golden-era-on-presidents-
day.

64. Proclamation No. 10988, 90 Fed. Reg. 51015 (Nov. 7, 2025) (“Anti-Communism Week, 2025”).
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The targets have extended beyond Biden to current Democratic leaders.
According to a 2026 White House statement, “the Trump Administration
proudly honors the brave patriots of ICE®5,” but the “unhinged Radical Left
Democrats have escalated their torrent of vicious, inflammatory attacks on these
very heroes—branding them as Nazis, terrorists, and Gestapo thugs while
inciting their delusional supporters to unleash violence.”®® The White House
cites fifty-seven statements by Democratic senators, House members, governors,
and mayors, including the Senate Majority Leader, that “recklessly, deliberately
stoked hatred and division.”67

Certain state governments are among the villains. On immigration, it was
Biden who allowed an “invasion at the Southern border” that included
“international cartels and other transnational criminal organizations . . . as well
as terrorists and other malign actors who intend to harm the United States and
the American people.”®® Yet this invasion was allegedly promoted by certain
state and local officials who “use their authority to violate, obstruct, and defy
the enforcement of Federal immigration laws” in a “lawless insurrection against

65. 57 Times Sick, Unhinged Democrats Declared War on Law Enforcement, THE WHITE HOUSE (Jan. 9,
2026), https://www.whitehouse.gov/articles/2026/01/57-times-sick-unhinged-democrats-declared-war-on-law-
enforcement/. “ICE” refers to the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement, an agency within the Department
of Health and Human Services.

66. Id. Although the focus of this essay is on official pronouncements, it is worth quoting a particularly
clear statement of this Manichean perspective by the White House policy chief, Stephen Miller:

They cannot imagine what they have awakened. They cannot conceive of the army that they have
arisen in all of us. Because we stand for what is good, what is virtuous, what is noble.

And to those trying to incite violence against us, those trying to foment hatred against us, what do
you have? You have nothing. You are nothing. You are wickedness. You are jealousy. You are envy.
You are hatred. You are nothing. You can build nothing. You can produce nothing. You can create
nothing. We are the ones who build. We are the ones who create. We are the ones who lift up
humanity.

Ezra Klein, The Ezra Klein Show, N.Y. TIMES (Feb. 20, 2026), https://www.nytimes.com/2026/02/20/opinion/
ezra-klein-podcast-ashley-parker-michael-scherer.html (replaying archival footage of Miller’s remarks);
Sabrina Haake, Exploiting Kirk’s Memorial to Deliver Words of War, DAILY KOS (Sep. 23, 2025, 5:00 AM),
https://www.dailykos.com/stories/2025/9/23/2344987/community/Exploiting-Kirk-s-memorial-to-deliver-
words-of-war (transcribing the same). Miller’s views are especially significant for present purposes because he
is reported to be “one of a small group of White House staffers who approve all executive orders.” Ted Hesson,
Jeff Mason & Kristina Cooke, The White House Aide Driving Trump’s Aggressive Immigration Agenda,
REUTERS (July 11, 2025), https://www.reuters.com/legal/government/white-house-aide-driving-trumps-
aggressive-immigration-agenda-2025-07-11/. Indeed, according to another source, he “personally drafted or
edited every executive order the president signed.” Josh Dawsey & Tarini Parti, How Stephen Miller Stokes
Trump’s Boundary-Pushing Impulses, WALL ST. J. (Feb. 3, 2026), https://www.wsj.com/politics/policy/ice-
stephen-miller-pretti-trump-2448e779?.

67. THE WHITE HOUSE, supra note 65.

68. Exec. Order No. 14287, 90 Fed. Reg. 18761 (Apr. 28, 2025) (“Protecting American Communities From
Criminal Aliens”). To the same effect, another Executive Order entitled “Securing Our Borders” says:

Over the last 4 years, the United States has endured a large-scale invasion at an unprecedented level.
Millions of illegal aliens from nations and regions all around the world successfully entered the
United States where they are now residing, including potential terrorists, foreign spies, members of
cartels, gangs, and violent transnational criminal organizations, and other hostile actors with
malicious intent.

Exec. Order No. 14165, 90 Fed. Reg. 8467 (Jan. 20, 2025).
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the supremacy of Federal law and the Federal Government’s obligation to
defend the territorial sovereignty of the United States.”® The executive order
threateningly cites a series of federal criminal statutes that might apply, although
in the end it orders only civil actions against state laws and programs.7°

States are also villains in energy policy, once again subverting the national
interest. In an early second-term executive order, we learn the identity of these
nefarious actors: “in our Nation’s Northeast and West Coast, . . . dangerous State
and local policies jeopardize our Nation’s core national defense and security
needs, and devastate the prosperity of not only local residents but the entire
United States population.””! “Many States,” a later order informs us, “have
enacted, or are in the process of enacting, burdensome and ideologically
motivated ‘climate change’ or energy policies that threaten American energy
dominance and our economic and national security.”7? These state laws “are
fundamentally irreconcilable with [the] Administration’s objective to unleash
American energy” and for that reason “should not stand.”73

Other enemies of the American dream are major law firms.74 One firm, for
instance, allegedly “spearheads efforts to weaponize the American legal system
and degrade the quality of American elections.””5> The same firm also allegedly
“funds groups that engage in dangerous efforts to undermine the effectiveness
of the United States military through the injection of political and radical
ideology, and it supports efforts to discriminate on the basis of race [meaning
affirmative action].”7® Among other sanctions, the order revokes security
clearances for the firm’s lawyers, seeks to terminate contracts involving
government contractors represented by the law firm, and hints at retribution
against any government contractor who does business with the firm.7”

Another Executive Order states the indictment against major law firms
more broadly:

69. Exec. Order No. 14287, 90 Fed. Reg. at 18761.

70. Id. at 18761-62.

71. Exec. Order No. 14156, 90 Fed. Reg. 8433 (Jan. 20, 2025) (“Declaring an Energy Emergency”).

72. Exec. Order No. 14260, 90 Fed. Reg. 15513 (Apr. 8, 2025) (“Protecting American Energy From State
Overreach”). The quotation marks around climate change are an especially nice touch, denying the reality of
climate change without saying so. Later in the same executive order, similar treatment is given to other phrases:
“environmental, social, and governance” initiatives, “environmental justice,” and “greenhouse gas.” Id.

73. Id.at 15514.

74. Each of the law firm executive orders was later enjoined by a district court. See Perkins Coie LLP v.
U.S. Dep’t of Just., 783 F. Supp. 3d 105, 118 (D.D.C. 2025), appeal docketed, No. 25-5241 (D.C. Cir. July 2,
2025) (holding the relevant executive order unconstitutional); Jenner & Block LLP v. U.S. Dep’t of Just., 784
F. Supp. 3d 76, 118-21 (D.D.C. 2025), appeal docketed, No. 25-5265 (D.C. Cir. July 22, 2025) (holding the
same); Susman Godfrey LLP v. Exec. Off. of President, 789 F. Supp. 3d 15, 58-60 (D.D.C. 2025), appeal
docketed, No. 25-5310 (D.C. Cir. Aug. 26, 2025) (same); Wilmer Cutler Pickering Hale & Dorr LLP v. Exec.
Off. of the President, 784 F. Supp. 3d 127, 173-74 (D.D.C. 2025), amended by No. 25-917 (RJL), 2025 WL
2105262 (D.D.C. June 26, 2025), appeal docketed, No. 25-5277 (D.C. Cir. July 28, 2025) (same).

75. Exec. Order No. 14263, 90 Fed. Reg. 15615 (Apr. 9, 2025), invalidated by Susman Godfiey LLP, 789
F. Supp. 3d at 58-60.

76. Id.

77. Id. at 15625-26.
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Many firms take actions that threaten public safety and national security, limit
constitutional freedoms, degrade the quality of American elections, or
undermine bedrock American principles. Moreover, law firms regularly
conduct this harmful activity through their powerful pro bono practices,
earmarking hundreds of millions of their clients’ dollars for destructive
causes, that often directly or indirectly harm their own clients. Lawyers and
law firms that engage in such egregious conduct should not have access to our
Nation’s secrets, nor should such conduct be subsidized by Federal taxpayer
funds or contracts.”8

The firm targeted by this Executive Order had egregiously sinned by hiring a
lawyer who had been involved in an FBI investigation of possible Russian
influence on behalf of Trump in the 2016 election.” According to the Executive
Order, that lawyer was the subject of “numerous reports [of] dishonesty”
including an “overt demand that the Federal Government pursue a political
agenda against [Trump].”8° In addition, the firm itself engages in voting rights
litigation (“obvious partisan representations to achieve political ends”),
litigation on behalf of transgender rights (“attacks against women and children
based on a refusal to accept the biological reality of sex”), and immigration
litigation (“the obstruction of efforts to prevent illegal aliens from committing
horrific crimes and trafficking deadly drugs within our borders™).8

As we have seen, in proclamations and executive orders, Trump tells the
story of an America founded on the vision of equality that he champions. Yet
this “bedrock principle” of equality is in grave peril: “[ A] pernicious movement
endangers this foundational principle, seeking to transform America’s promise
of equal opportunity into a divisive pursuit of results preordained by irrelevant
immutable characteristics, regardless of individual strengths, effort, or
achievement.”82 To battle against this movement, Trump calls for eliminating
the disparate impact theory in antidiscrimination law,83 which dates back to a
decades-old Supreme Court opinion84 and is now part of the federal statute
banning employment discrimination.85 According to the Executive Order,
“[d]isparate-impact liability is wholly inconsistent with the Constitution and

78. Exec. Order No. 14246, 90 Fed. Reg. 13997 (Mar. 25, 2025), invalidated by Jenner & Block LLP, 784
F. Supp. 3d at 118-21.

79. Id. (firm re-hired lawyer “after his time engaging in partisan prosecution as part of Robert Mueller’s
entirely unjustified investigation”).

80. Id.

81. Id.

82. Exec. Order No. 14281, 90 Fed. Reg. 17537 (Apr. 23, 2025) (“Restoring Equality of Opportunity and
Meritocracy”).

83. Id.

84. See Griggs v. Duke Power Co., 401 U.S. 424, 429-31 (1971) (holding a disparate impact on black
workers sufficient to prove a violation of Title VII).

85. 42 U.S.C. § 2000e-2(k)(1) now sets the burdens of proof on plaintiffs and defendants in disparate
impact cases.
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threatens the commitment to merit and equality of opportunity that forms the
foundation of the American Dream.”86

The rot apparently extends to the most powerful institutions in society. A
different order, entitled “Ending Illegal Discrimination and Restoring Merit-
Based Opportunity,” warns:

Critical and influential institutions of American society, including the Federal

Government, major corporations, financial institutions, the medical industry,

large commercial airlines, law enforcement agencies, and institutions of

higher education have adopted and actively use dangerous, demeaning, and

immoral race- and sex-based preferences under the guise of so-called

‘diversity, equity, and inclusion’ (DEI) or ‘diversity, equity, inclusion, and

accessibility” (DEIA) that can violate the civil-rights laws of this Nation.87
Making the seriousness of its condemnation clear, the order directs agencies to
“identify up to nine potential civil compliance investigations of publicly traded
corporations, large non-profit corporations or associations, foundations with
assets of 500 million dollars or more, State and local bar and medical
associations, and institutions of higher education with endowments over 1
billion dollars.”88

Trump’s equality vision and his war against law firms coincide in an attack
on another law firm.89 The firm had “worked with activist donors including
George Soros to judicially overturn popular, necessary, and democratically
enacted election laws, including those requiring voter identification.”9° Besides
committing the sin of representing Trump’s opponent in the 2016 election, the
firm is said to have grievously violated bedrock equality principles, deserving
of sanction.9! The order treats the firm’s attorneys as pariahs, barring members
of the firm from entering public buildings and from future public employment.92
Finally, it directs the Attorney General to open an investigation of possible racial
discrimination at major law firms and other large businesses.%3

Educational institutions are also guilty of anti-Americanism. For instance,
in a proclamation cutting off Harvard’s access to foreign students, Trump stated:

Harvard’s discrimination against disfavored races in admissions was so
blatant that the Supreme Court decision ending the practice nationwide bears
Harvard’s name. Yet even after that Supreme Court decision, Harvard and its
affiliated organizations on campus continue to deny hardworking Americans
equal opportunities. Instead of those Americans, Harvard admits students

86. Exec. Order No. 14281, 90 Fed. Reg. at 17537.

87. Exec. Order No. 14173, 90 Fed. Reg. 8633 (Jan. 21, 2025).

88. Id.

89. Exec. Order No. 14230, 90 Fed. Reg. 11781 (Mar. 6, 2025), invalidated by Perkins Coie LLP, 783 F.
Supp. 3d at 118.

90. Id.

91. Id.

92. Id. at 11782.

93. Id.
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from non-egalitarian nations, including nations that seek the destruction of the

United States and its allies, or the extermination of entire peoples.94
It is little wonder that universities like Harvard have gone over to the dark side
since, according to another Executive Order, “accreditors have remained
improperly focused on compelling adoption of discriminatory ideology, rather
than on student outcomes.”95

The threat to America, it seems, also lurks deep in the federal government
itself. As one executive order says, “in recent years, however, there have been
numerous and well-documented cases of career Federal employees resisting and
undermining the policies and directives of their executive leadership.”%¢ To
prevent disloyalty within the government, another Executive Order calls for
reforming hiring to “prioritize recruitment of individuals . . . passionate about
the ideals of our American republic, and committed to upholding the rule of law
and the United States Constitution,” while also preventing hiring of individuals
unwilling “to defend the Constitution or to faithfully serve the Executive
Branch.”97 According to another Executive Order, the military has also been
infected.98 The order identifies harmful ideas such as diversity, equity, and
inclusion (DEI) and directs that they be purged from military training and
education.?2 The proscribed ideas include “un-American, divisive,
discriminatory, radical, extremist, and irrational theories” such as the view that
“America’s founding documents are racist or sexist.”10°

The picture here is of the American dream, handed down across the
generations from the nation’s founders, now threatened by betrayal in high
places. The deviant views of those subverting the Administration’s official
version of the American dream are to be met, not with conversation or argument,
but with the full power of the federal government. None of this requires
thought—the central processing described in cognitive science—because the
right answers, like the truths of the Declaration of Independence, are self-
evident.

94. Proclamation No. 10948, 90 Fed. Reg. 24493 (June 4, 2025). A district court held that the proclamation,
entitled “Enhancing National Security by Addressing Risks at Harvard University,” exceeded the President’s
statutory powers and violated the First Amendment. Pres. & Fellows of Harvard Coll. v. U.S. Dep 't of Homeland
Sec., 788 F. Supp. 3d 182, 186 (D. Mass. 2025).

95. Exec. Order No. 14279, 90 Fed. Reg. 17529 (Apr. 23, 2025) (“Reforming Accreditation To Strengthen
Higher Education™).

96. Exec. Order No. 14171, 90 Fed. Reg. 8635 (Jan. 20, 2025) (“Restoring Accountability to Policy-
Influencing Positions Within the Federal Workforce”).

97. Exec. Order No. 14170, 90 Fed. Reg. 8621 (Jan 20, 2025).

98. Exec. Order No. 14185, 90 Fed. Reg. 8763 (Jan. 27, 2025) (“Restoring America’s Fighting Force”).

99. Id. at 8764.

100. Id. There may be room for dispute about the extent to which racism and sexism have warped American
society, but it is hard to see how a Constitution that includes the Fugitive Slave Clause can be wholly exonerated
from racism even by the most sympathetic reader. See U.S. CONST. art. IV, § 2, cl.3.



May 2026 REWRITING THE AMERICAN STORY 117

IV. CONCLUSION

The last section allowed President Trump to tell his version of the story of
America with limited editorial comment. It is time to step back to assess his
version of the American story. In doing so, it would be a mistake to hold him to
academic standards. An executive order is not a law review article or a
historiography. But neither is it a campaign speech nor a social media post.
Executive orders have coercive effects because they direct other officials to take
actions that may include serious sanctions. Even proclamations that lack direct
legal consequences are official government statements, not casual
communications. In short, the narratives in executive orders and proclamations
are attempts to justify the exercise of state power and should be assessed as such.

At the heart of Trump’s version of history is the premise that a sharply
defined, unchanging set of values has defined America throughout its history.
To adopt any other view is to be un-American, and Trump finds plenty of un-
American forces in current society requiring forceful government intervention.

Viewed simply as a narrative, the story told in these official documents
could not be simpler. True Americans have hewed to a specific set of values,
which have defined the country from the beginning. In recent years, however,
the country has been betrayed by an evil cohort of Democrats and corrupted
elites in institutions like universities, media, corporations, and law firms. But the
tide has turned, with President Trump championing all that is good against all
that is bad. The basic plotline is a familiar one, although lacking the moral
nuances of pop culture examples like the Star Wars movies.

If Donald Trump were a private citizen, this narrative would still be
disquieting, given the anger that it expresses toward opponents and its
demonization of large swathes of society. But Donald Trump is not a private
citizen, nor are these views presented as his personal opinions or as political
appeals. Instead, they are presented as the official views of the supreme head of
the executive branch. These are not just stories; they are the groundwork for the
use of the force of government against those who have supposedly betrayed the
country.

Using a grand narrative to frame an argument is one thing; using it to end
all argument and justify government coercion is another. Some might argue that
the narratives of the powerful always serve such purposes. Even if, as some
critical scholars may maintain, that is so, the iron fist now seems more on display
than the velvet glove, and the threat that narrative will overwhelm reason seems
more imminent. It is one thing to demonize opponents in movies or video games.
It is another for the government to do so in a democracy, in which politics is
supposed to be based on a clash of contesting views. A government that frames
all opposition as illegitimate has turned its back on the basic norms of democracy
and the rule of law.



