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Another week in the Donald Trump  presidency, another handful of days so stuffed full  of
sordid and highly complicated stories that even journalists have trouble keeping track of
what’s going on.

But the thread tying all the latest news together — from Trump lawyer Michael Cohen‘s
sundry exploits, to Trump’s ongoing presidential profiteering, to the Russia investigation —
is corruption. The Trump administration will surely go down as one of the most — if not the
most — rotten in American history.

Let’s roll this most recent bit of tape. Ronan Farrow, who has become one of the signature
investigative reporters of the Trump presidency, revealed at The New Yorker why somebody
leaked  the  notorious  financial  reports  of  Michael  Cohen  showing  that  he  had  been  given
fantastically large sums of money from AT&T, Novartis, and a Russian oligarch-connected
LLC. This information came from a “suspicious activity report” (SAR), which is something a
bank files with the Treasury Department when they suspect something fishy is going on with
a customer.

It  turns  out  the  source  is  a  law  enforcement  official,  and  he  released  the  SAR  after  he
discovered that two more SARs detailing $3 million of additional similar transactions had
somehow vanished from the Treasury Department’s database. The source told Farrow that
he  feared  that  someone  within  Treasury  was  withholding  the  documents  for  political
reasons, and thus released the one he had.

The precise meaning of this revelation is as yet unclear. But let me suggest a reasonable
tentative conclusion: corruption. AT&T and Novartis have already admitted they were paying
Cohen  personally  for  “insights”  into  the  Trump  administration,  particularly  regarding,
respectively, a huge proposed merger with Time Warner and health-care policy. Given that
Cohen has zero experience with antitrust or health-care law and the scale of the secret
payments,  it’s  nearly  beyond  question  they  were  really  hoping  to  purchase  political
influence. And as for the disappearance of the SARs, Trump already straight-up admitted on
national  television  that  he  fired  then-FBI  Director  James  Comey  to  stifle  the  Russia
investigation,  so  obstruction  of  justice  is  clearly  not  a  charge  the  president  fears.

Obviously Cohen is legally innocent until proven guilty. But let’s have a whisper of common
sense  here.  It’s  not  exactly  a  stretch  to  figure  that  the  other  SARs  probably  contain
something similar to the first one, or that someone very well could be attempting to quash
the Russia investigation, as Trump has already tried to do. (Oh, and a Qatari  investor
recently alleged that Cohen hit him up for a $1 million bribe in December 2016.)

That brings me to Trump’s bizarre about-face on the Chinese phone manufacturer ZTE, in
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which  he  promised  to  help  restore  the  company’s  jobs  after  being  hit  with  U.S.  fines  and
sanctions. Are we really to believe that this has nothing to do with China loaning $500
million to a huge Trump-branded development in Indonesia days beforehand? It  simply
beggars belief — indeed, there is practically no other comprehensible explanation.

Then there is the Russia investigation. As David Klion writes, the thing to remember about
“Russiagate” (an unfortunate appellation, but one which seems to have stuck) is that Russia
as such is only an incidental part of the story. Nearly all the major players are American, and
if  Russian  efforts  to  influence  the  election  did  actually  succeed  to  some  degree,  it’s  only
because America’s democratic institutions are rotten nearly to the core. Nations meddle in
each other’s elections all the time, for good reasons and bad. The United States has done it
dozens of  times,  and often immensely more aggressively than anything Vladimir  Putin
allegedly did in 2016. The remarkable thing was that such relatively moderate and cheap
efforts actually made any sort of difference — and in such a rich and powerful nation.

One important reason why Trump was able to become president is because his business
career was not derailed at any of the several points in which he allegedly committed crimes.
He could have been finished on one of the dozen-plus occasions he was credibly accused of
sexual harassment or assault, or when he illegally discriminated against black tenants in his
properties, or for the Trump University scam, or for an illegal loan to one of his casinos, or
about 10 other things. But instead, he was actually coddled and lifted up by the New York
establishment.

And he was far from alone. It turns out that when you stop enforcing the law against rich
people,  a  seething plasma of  corruption  tends  to  engulf  the  national  political  system.
Perhaps in  the future  we can start  applying laws to  everyone,  even the wealthy and
powerful.
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