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OAK RIDGE, Tenn. – The word
“woke” is tossed around a lot in political
and social debates all around the coun-
try. 

The term carries different meanings
and strong emotional connections for
people, and it has changed over the
years. 

The term “woke” used to have a dif-
ferent meaning. It was first used by Pan-
African activist and racial separatist
Marcus Garvey as early as 1923. “Woke”
initially was meant to acknowledge the
struggles of African Americans and be a
word of empowerment for some Black
people. 

When the Black Lives Matter move-
ment gained momentum about a dec-
ade ago after high-profile police killings
of Black people, the term “woke” ex-
panded outside of Black communities
into the larger public lexicon. It became
co-opted or appropriated for various po-

litical agendas, with the definition of the
word evolving and coming to mean dif-
ferent things to different people.

The term woke has been used by con-
servative figures as pejorative term to
describe the following social justice ini-
tiatives:

h LGBTQ+ rights: A movement ad-
vocating for the equal treatment and
elimination of discriminatory policies
hurting lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgen-
der and queer people, according to Bri-
tannica.

h Gender-affirming care: Access to
mental health, medical, surgical and
nonmedical services for nonbinary and
transgender people, according to the
Office of Population Affairs.

h Diversity, equity and inclusion
measures: A form of hiring and employ-
ee retention meant to reduce biases and
improve the accessibility of jobs for dis-
enfranchised minorities. Companies
such as Harley-Davidson and Tractor
Supply have faced boycotts over these
measures.

h Critical race theory: A social and

intellectual movement that studies the
relationship between race, racism and
power, as described by theorists Rich-
ard Delgado and Jean Stefancic in their
book, “Critical Race Theory: The Cutting
Edge.”

A USA TODAY/Ipsos Poll from March
2023 demonstrates the varying ideas
for what “woke” means among Ameri-
cans between Republicans and Demo-
crats.

Of those surveyed, 56% say the term
means “to be informed, educated on and
aware of social injustices.” That in-
cludes not only three-fourths of Demo-
crats but also more than a third of Re-
publicans. Overall, 39% say the word re-
flects what has become the GOP politi-
cal definition, “to be overly politically
correct and police others’ words.” 

For years, conservative activists,
lawmakers and politicians have used
the term “woke” as a slam against pro-
gressive values and liberal initiatives.

Knox County Mayor Glenn Jacobs, a
Tennessee municipal official who previ-
ously wrestled in the WWE as the in-

ring character Kane, has warned Repub-
licans against allowing a “woke” culture
to flourish. Jacobs posted on X to say the
“wokeness is weakness” and it has no
place in schools or military. He didn’t
detail what he meant. 
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on Trump’s views on EVs. “It will be
fine,” Musk responded.

Whatever Musk’s endgame, the pub-
lic record clearly shows that Tesla, since
its founding over two decades ago, has
benefited from government assistance,
largely because of its role in moving the
U.S. toward cleaner cars. Tesla’s first
major manufacturing facility, in Fre-
mont, California, was developed with
the help of a $465 million loan from the
U.S. Department of Energy, repaid three
years later.

More recently, Tesla has reaped al-
most $9 billion since 2018 by selling
what are known as “regulatory credits,”
securities filings show. The credits,
awarded in the U.S. by the federal and
state governments to manufacturers
who surpass increasingly strict emis-
sions rules, can be sold to other carmak-
ers who are unable to comply.

“There was no Tesla without Califor-
nia’s regulatory bodies,” California Gov-
ernor Gavin Newsom said at a 2022 con-
ference, citing the importance of the
state’s credits to the carmaker’s fi-
nances.

A Reuters review of Congressional
lobbying records – and Tesla’s public
comments to federal and state regula-
tors - shows that the company has con-
tinued working to shape public policy in
favor of such benefits. 

Earlier this year, in a February filing
with the U.S. Department of the Trea-
sury, Tesla said that sustained govern-
ment support, by accelerating the tran-
sition away from fossil fuels, would
“mitigate greenhouse gas emissions,
and protect the country’s public health
and welfare.”

Musk once criticized Trump for dis-
missing the challenge of climate
change. In June 2017, five months into
Trump’s presidency, Musk quit White
House advisory panels because the ad-
ministration withdrew from the Paris
Agreement, a landmark 2016 treaty
meant to tackle climate issues globally.

“Climate change is real,” Musk wrote at
the time. “Leaving Paris is not good for
America or the world.”

After Trump lost his 2020 reelection
bid, Musk told Fortune magazine he was
“super fired up” about President Joe Bi-
den’s climate-change agenda and opti-
mistic “about the future of sustainable
energy.”

Musk soon soured, though, angry
that the White House, in a well-docu-
mented episode, didn’t invite Tesla to a
2021 gathering of EV makers. By Decem-
ber of that year, Musk distanced himself
from Biden’s initiatives and criticized
plans for what would eventually be-
come the Inflation Reduction Act, or
IRA, a major economic stimulus pack-
age built in part upon subsidies for clean
energy.

“I would just can this whole bill,”
Musk told the Wall Street Journal then,
saying Tesla didn’t need public money.

Since the law passed in August 2022,
however, Tesla has sung a different
tune. In formal comments to the Trea-
sury and the Internal Revenue Service,
the company praised the law and said it
would seek “continuing engagement” to
ensure these benefits of the IRA are fully
realized.”

Among other benefits under the law,
EV buyers can get subsidies of up to
$7,500 per vehicle if purchasers meet
certain income requirements. Tesla has
said that tax credits laid out in the law
for battery manufacturing could gener-
ate as much as $250 million for the com-
pany per quarter. Musk himself, in a
conference call last year, said the incen-
tives “could be gigantic.”

Other formal comments with various
federal agencies have continued to seek
government help. A July 2023 filing with
the EPA appealed to sympathy for the
downtrodden: Tesla lobbied the agency
for stricter emissions limits to improve
“poor air quality in many urban areas,
including areas with vulnerable popula-
tions.”

For Tesla, emissions controls aren’t
just about the environment.

In an email, GM said it purchases
such credits to keep up with changing
market and regulatory conditions. A

Stellantis spokesperson declined to
comment on past credit purchases but
said the company is no longer buying
credits in the United States.

Trump has opposed stricter emis-
sions rules and criticized subsidies for
EV manufacturers. Shortly after en-
dorsing the former president, Musk
echoed the sentiment. “Take away the
subsidies,” he wrote on social media, a
week before Tesla reported its $890 mil-
lion credit windfall. “It will only help
Tesla.”

Some shareholders have disagreed.
Ross Gerber, an outspoken investor
whose firm as of the first quarter owned
a roughly $58 million stake in the car-
maker, told Reuters that Musk’s support
for the former president “is 100% con-
trary to his own personal financial inter-
ests” and those of “one of the most im-
portant companies for clean energy,
which is Tesla.”

In interviews, three former Tesla em-
ployees who worked on the company’s
public policy efforts told Reuters that
what some see as contradiction is more
of a tussle between ideology and prag-
matism. As a proponent of free markets,
they said, Musk is by nature opposed to
most government intervention. If free
money or other benefits become avail-
able, though, Tesla would be foolish not
to take advantage of them.

“He’s a very sensible person,” one of
the former employees said.

Still, Tesla’s most recent lobbying ef-
forts contradict Trump’s discourse, like
his repeated calls to “end the electric ve-
hicle mandate.” Although no such man-
date exists, the Biden administration
and states including California have
sought to encourage a gradual phaseout
of the production of vehicles that run on
fossil fuels.

In its July 2023 filing with the EPA,
Tesla called outright for an end to the
manufacture of gasoline cars, calling
the measure “essential” to address the
“rapidly escalating climate crisis.”
Musk, for his part, has grown circum-
spect, writing on social media in June:
“Climate change risk is overstated in the
near-term, but probably accurate in the
long-term.”

The dissonance isn’t limited to
Musk’s environmental views.

In a May 2022 filing with the Califor-
nia Air Resources Board, that state’s
emissions regulator, Tesla touted itself
as “a leader in creating a diverse and in-
clusive workplace.” Many of its employ-
ees, it said, hail “from communities that
have long struggled to break through the
historic roadblocks to equal opportuni-
ty.” It wrote that “communities of color
disproportionately bear the impacts of
air pollution.”

The filing came just days after Musk,
increasingly disdainful of identity poli-
tics, made clear in a social media post
that he could no longer support Demo-
cratic candidates. Democrats, he wrote
at the time, are “the party of division &
hate.”

In the weeks since Vice President Ka-
mala Harris succeeded Biden as the par-
ty’s candidate for the White House,
Musk has made his distaste for her bid
clear. Last week, after an X user posted a
video montage of Harris speaking about
“equity” and “equality,” Musk replied:
“Kamala is quite literally a communist.”

Joseph Costello, a Harris campaign
spokesperson, in a statement said:
“Trump is bought and paid for by ex-
tremist, anti-worker billionaires, and
Elon knows that Trump will give him
reckless tax handouts at the expense of
the middle class.”

Elon Musk endorsed former President
Donald Trump last month, which
seems contradictory to many
considering his stake in Tesla, a
company that has benefited from
left-wing subsidies and grants.
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Reichlin-Melnick said it is well estab-
lished that “subject to the jurisdiction”
generally means anyone without diplo-
matic immunity, and stripping the citi-
zenship right for those born here is a
“crack pot fringe theory.” Libertarian
think tank Cato Institute also called it
an “unorthodox view” not supported by
the vast majority of constitutional law-
yers. 

Seal the border, stop the migrant
invasion

Among his “20 Core Promises to
Make America Great Again,” part of the
RNC platform, Trump also promised to
“seal the border and stop the migrant in-
vasion.” 

“No president has managed to seal
the border in US history, despite multi-
ple attempts to do so. This is not a new
concern in the United States,” Reichlin-
Melnick said. 

Growing destabilization in several
South American countries including
Venezuela, Nicaragua and Cuba have
contributed to the increased migration
in the last few years. 

Biden has put into place policies that
effectively lower the number of asylum

seekers admitted to the country at the
border. 

Diplomacy and regional cooperation
are also a big part of Biden’s strategy to
mitigate migration at the border, includ-
ing opening Safe Mobility Offices in Col-
ombia, Costa Rica, Guatemala and Ec-
uador, which try to reach migrants be-
fore they get to the border to and help
them from taking dangerous paths. He
has also tried worked with countries to
take migrants back and quickly return
people to Mexico at the border, Bush-
Joseph said. 

The number of apprehensions have
dropped back to summer of 2020 levels,
according to Reichlin-Melnick. 

Carry out largest deportation
operation in US history 

In the 20 core promises from the
RNC, Trump states he will “carry out the
largest deportation in American histo-
ry.” 

Bush-Joseph said the Biden admini-
stration is on track to deport as many
people as the Trump administration,
but Biden focused the deportations on
recent arrivals at the border and those
from the interior who posed threats to
national security or public safety. 

She said that is different from the
first Trump administration, during
which deportations resulting from inte-
rior arrests were not targeted and cre-

ated a “climate of fear.” 
Between the court backlog and lim-

ited reach of Immigration and Customs
Enforcement, a mass deportation could
require Congressional action for more
funding or legal reforms, according to
Reichlin-Melnick. 

Also, places like Venezuela will not
allow the US to deport people back to
their home countries.

End ‘birth tourism’ 

“The Executive Order will also stop
‘Birth Tourism.’ Through ‘Birth Tourism,’
tens of thousands of foreign nationals
fraudulently enter the U.S. each year
during the final weeks of their pregnan-
cies for the sole purpose of obtaining
U.S. citizenship for their child,” Trump’s
Agenda47 states. 

In 2020, Trump issued new visa
guidelines to try to curb “birth tourism,”
without providing evidence it is a grow-
ing problem. 

This was not a policy change so much
as guidance for officers to pay attention
to as tourist visas are issued on busi-
ness or pleasure, not for coming here to
have kids, according to Reichlin-Mel-
nick. 

“The other crucial thing to under-
stand about the visa process is that
tourist visas are granted for 10-year pe-
riods,” he said, explaining that someone
could come to the country with no in-

tention of having a child and their cir-
cumstances could change. 

Stop the migrant crime epidemic 

“Stop the migrant crime epidemic,
demolish the foreign drug cartels, crush
gang violence and lock up violent of-
fenders,” states one of the Trump plat-
form 20 promises. 

However, research shows immi-
grants commit fewer crimes than people
born in the U.S. Republicans frequently
evoke violent crimes committed by un-
documented immigrants in campaign-
ing, and a Pew Research Center study
shows the majority of Americans be-
lieve more migrants coming into the
country lead to more crime. 

Recent research also shows violent
crime in U.S. cities is falling back to pre-
pandemic levels. 

In July, two alleged leaders of the
Mexico Sinaloa Cartel were arrested and
prosecutors argued they were largely to
blame for the flow of fentanyl in the
country.

The RNC platform on immigration
also includes strict vetting, stopping
“sanctuary cities” and enforcing immi-
gration laws, a Trump campaign
spokesperson said.
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