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What implication, if any, does Donald Trump’s election have for democratically

oriented ethical and political action in the United States – including by scholars of

politics? The contributors to this Critical Exchange offer strikingly varied

responses to this question, rooted in their diverse scholarly interests and differing

perspectives on the inflection points of U.S. democracy. The contributors engage

each other on three main issues. First, what challenges or dangers, if any, does

Trump’s election pose to U.S. democracy? While none of the contributors think

that Trump’s election poses an existential threat to U.S. democracy, they disagree

about the severity and distinctiveness of the challenges it poses to democratic

institutions, practices, and attitudes. Second, how should these challenges be

characterized? Is the main issue Trump himself, the tactics he uses, the people who

support him, or more structural aspects of U.S. politics, such as the decline of

political parties? Finally, how should these challenges be met? Should ethical and

political action in response to Trump be focused on electoral politics or social

movements? Should it involve principled stand-taking or compromise? Humor or

sincerity? Competition or cooperation and solidarity?

El Amine and Kirshner argue that worries about Trump’s election are

exaggerated. El Amine highlights similarities between the current situation in the

U.S. and the recent histories of countries such as Turkey and India. She argues that

although the U.S. is not exceptionally able to resist the rise of populist leaders such

as Trump, it is also not exceptionally unable to resist attacks on its democratic

system. Even if Trump’s presidency degrades U.S. political institutions, the result

will likely be not autocracy, but rather a messy middle ground between democracy

and autocracy – a reality experienced every day by millions of people around the

world. Likewise, Kirshner argues that Trump’s policy positions are similar to those

of many other Republicans, which suggests that Trump himself does not pose an

unprecedented threat. The real threat, according to Kirshner, is not Trump, but

rather ordinary citizens who actively oppose, or do not care about, democracy.

While bad elected leaders make bad laws that can (usually) be overturned, anti-

democratic citizens corrode democracy in deep and enduring ways.

While Kirshner is most concerned about anti-democratic citizens, Muirhead is

most concerned about the decline of partisanship and political parties. He views

Trump’s rise as symptomatic of a larger trend away from broad coalitions able to

draw people with diverse views together, and toward rule by ideologues and

demagogues. Muirhead argues that we are in danger of losing sight of the ‘logic of

politics,’ which is based on different interest groups bargaining with each other. In

contrast to Muirhead, Woodly argues that interest group pluralism itself is the

problem, because it glosses over inequalities and emphasizes competition rather

than finding common solutions. Dovi also highlights the harmful effects of treating

politics like a competitive marketplace. She argues that Trump’s form of politics (a

mixture of consumerism and populism which she calls ‘Name brand populism’)
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encourages ‘citizens to regain their lost economic and social status by restricting

access to the privileges of citizenship.’

How should these challenges be met, including in particular by scholars of

politics? For El Amine, the appropriate response to Trump’s rise is to learn more

about just how unexceptional it is. Scholars should study other countries, especially

those with regime types besides democracy and authoritarianism, and think about

interactions among race, ethnicity, and culture. At a political level, such study

might yield better understandings of effective strategies for protecting or rebuilding

democratic institutions, and could perhaps form a basis for new transnational

solidarities. Kirshner argues that because Trump poses no special threats, no special

tactics are warranted by his rise to power. Containing the threat posed by anti-

democratic citizens requires defeating them electorally, and using other tactics,

including lawsuits and protests, to make political institutions more just. Woodly

and Pineda focus on one of these tactics: social movements. Woodly argues that

social movements should not be seen as exceptions; they are, rather, integral to the

functioning of modern democracies. The success of these movements should be

evaluated on the basis of not only whether they influence electoral outcomes, but

also whether they reinvigorate democracy and reignite people’s sense of

themselves as citizens.

What strategies should these social movements deploy? Pineda argues that the

‘hypocrisy framing’ used by many strands of the Civil Rights movement is no

longer viable in the age of Trump. Despite being, in his own words, the ‘least racist

person you have ever met’ (cited by Scott, 2018), Trump disavows the standards

that give hypocrisy-based social movements their leverage. Pineda suggests that the

Civil Rights movement offers resources for moving beyond the hypocrisy critique,

by modeling ‘an expansive practice of democratic agency, in which citizens [are]

empowered to remake themselves and the society around them, and forge new civic

bonds across racial lines.’ Pineda thus argues – and Woodly agrees – that Trump’s

opponents should stand on principle.

In contrast, Muirhead thinks that even if broad-based political parties are gone for

good, compromise remains a vital political virtue, and scholars of politics are best

situated to educate the public about its merits. Dovi agrees with Muirhead about

compromise: she thinks that effective political action in the age of Trump requires

reaching out to his supporters with empathy and addressing their substantive

grievances (cf. Dovi, 2005 on the value of moral absolutism). However, Dovi

disagrees with Muirhead about the possible repercussions of trying to strengthen po-

litical parties. Because Trump positions himself as an unconventional outsider, Dovi

argues, strengthening political parties will serve only to enhance his ‘maverick’

status. Likewise, attempting to teach Trump’s supporters about compromise, not to

mention poking fun at Trump himself, might alienate them further.

Dovi argues that the endless barrage of outrages emanating from the Trump

White House displaces the ‘constructive thinking needed to address shared political
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problems.’ I would add that the constant sense of emergency and crisis makes it

feel like there is no time to think. Against this backdrop of manufactured

emergency, thinking itself becomes a political act, and the critical exchange of

ideas a crucial, though inadequate, form of political resistance.

Jennifer Rubenstein

The ethics of name-brand populism

‘I don’t stand by anything.’ (President Donald Trump, 1 May 2017.

Interview with John Dickerson. CBS News)

Before we can understand what should be considered ethical political action in the

age of Trump, it is important to recognize President Trump’s particular form of

politics. President Trump enacts a form of politics that I call ‘name-brand populism’

(see Dovi, 2017). This politics forges an unhealthy alliance between America’s

consumerism and its populism. American consumerism understands citizenship

mainly through the economic language of the market while American populism

understands democracy as nothing but the rule by a ‘unified’ people. That unification

comes from selling America as an exclusive club whose greatness is achieved by

keeping others out. Like those who raise the price of luxury goods in order to make

them sell better, making citizenship more exclusive, whether by stigmatizing non-

immigrant racial minorities or by outright banning immigrants, is one way to increase

its political value. This feeling of superiority is gained by pushing or keeping others

out. Meanwhile, the logic of consumerism dictates that individuals choose goods and

services for their status-enhancing appeal. In this way, name-brand populism

encourages citizens to regain their lost economic and social status by restricting

access to the privileges of citizenship, not by adhering to and protecting democratic

norms, e.g., the political equality and civil liberty of all citizens.

As will be seen, name-brand populism poses significant challenges for ethical

political action. However, to clarify the nature of those challenges, I focus on three

problematic features of name-brand populism: its focus on perception, its sources

of unification, and its method of moment marketing. Each of these features

complicates the relationship between critical engagement and democratic political

action. For criticizing President Trump (and thereby raising awareness about

specific problems with his administration and policies) can strengthen, as opposed

to weaken, Trump’s political brand. As a result, traditional ways of promoting

democratic accountability, such as partisan competition and transparency, might

not work. Contrary to Russell Muirhead (in this Critical Exchange), my analysis of

name-brand populism suggests that strengthening political parties is not likely to

make President Trump more accountable to democratic norms. In fact,
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strengthening political parties could reinforce Trump’s brand as an ‘anti-

establishment’ and ‘independent’ and thereby further alienate his supporters.

Recognizing these problematic features of name-brand populism, I suggest that

ethical political action in the age of Trump must develop more empathetic

resources for engaging Trump supporters. Without addressing the sources of

dissatisfaction and subsequent anger of Trump supporters, political action aimed at

educating and mobilizing the population is likely to backfire.

Americans increasingly understand their political lives using the ethical language

of the marketplace, e.g., that of competition, efficiency, and demand. Such a

politics privileges ratings and brands over the substance of policies. For example,

while visiting Hurricane Harvey victims, President Trump praised ‘the size of the

crowd’ as opposed to clarifying the role of the US government in helping the

Hurricane victims. His rhetoric reflects the need to ‘spin’ natural disasters and

stress his popularity in order to protect his brand. In addition, President Trump is

constantly denigrating his political opponents, his own party leaders, and the

media. By prioritizing the value of competition over democratic values such as

inclusion, Trump establishes his authority by emphasizing his political superiority

over his potential rivals. Insults have become de rigueur. As a result, Trump’s

negative campaigning never ends, and the distinction between ruling and running

for office blurs (e.g., Lee, 2016; Needham, 2005).

Name-brand populism, though, is not simply selling a political brand but is itself a

kind of service. More specifically, name-brand populism offers a form of

entertainment to the public. Of course, the observation that U.S. politics has become

inextricably tied to entertainment is not new. In Amusing Ourselves to Death, Neil

Postman (1985) noted how ‘all public discourse increasingly takes the form of

entertainment.’ Contemporary political theorists have also depicted representation as

itself a kind of performance. For example, Michael Saward (2006) stresses how

representation is the activity of claim-making that requires the appropriate audience

to approve of the claims constructed by representatives. He denies that representative

processes should be evaluated by the quality of goods and services, e.g., their ability

to meet ‘best practices’ or other standards; rather, the appropriate audiences should

evaluate representatives. Saward specified that the appropriate audience should

include those who are affected by a representative’s claims. However, he also

recognizes that representatives construct the political identities of the represented

and thereby the boundaries of who counts as members of their appropriate audience.

Name-brand populism seems to define the appropriate audience exclusively as a way

to give citizens a ‘superior’ political identity.

Here President Trump’s seeming obsession with his number of twitter followers

or the size of the inauguration crowd reflects the importance of gaining the

approval of one’s audience. The role of ratings in entertainment industry seem to

have spread to democratic politics. This is the first troubling feature of name-brand

populism – namely, the centrality of perception. According to the name branding
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literature, the motivation for buying luxury goods is not simply purchasing a

superior quality of goods; rather, it is the perceived value of the good. The good

evokes an emotional response not only in the consumer but also in others who do

not possess that good. More specifically, the desire to be envied contributes to the

customer’s purchase satisfaction. Following this logic, feeling represented (sym-

bolic representation) can ‘trump’ acting in the interests of others (substantive

representation). Representatives can be valued by how they make you (or others

feel) as opposed to their public policy accomplishments. Their ability to make their

opponents worry or angry can be part of their appeal. If a representative’s approval

ratings are tied to their ability to express citizens’ frustration and anger with the

status quo, the policies advanced are not the main point of the representation.

Revealing inconsistencies, poorly formulated policies, or political ineptitude will

not address the reasons why Trump’s supporters back him.

This leads to the second feature of name-brand populism: name-brands give

consumers a shared social identity. Similarly, name-brand populism unites consumers.

The extent that Trump’s politics ‘stands for’ an anti-establishment, anti-political elite,

or anti-party political identity is the extent that criticisms leveled by his opponents (or

even his fellow party members) that stress his ‘outsider’ status will reinforce his brand.

Name-brand populism creates a political bond among citizens who are disgruntled,

alienated, and fed up with the politics as usual. As Cas Mudde (2004, p. 543) helpfully

noted, populism is ‘an ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into

two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite.’

Nadia Urbinati (1998, p. 111) further notes that populism is best understood as ‘a

collective expression of resentment against the domestic enemies of ‘the people.’

Trump’s tendency to speak off-the-cuff and violate presidential norms of behavior

signals that Trump belongs to ‘the people’ as opposed to the corrupt elite. Critics and

comedians who poke fun at Trump’s incompetence, inconsistencies, and style of speech

may indirectly be fueling the ire of his supporters who see Trump’s mannerisms as

evidence that he is one of them (Toobin, 2017). Contrary to Peter Euben (2003), who

claims that comedy can make democratic citizens recognize their own flaws by

laughing at themselves, satirizing Trump can merely insult those followers who identify

with his brand. For this reason, it is important to recognize the dangers of relying on

political humor to critique as well as how such humor lacks constructive solutions to the

problems that create an emotional alliance with Trump. Such an emotional alliance is

particularly troubling given his racist and xenophobic undertones. Trump’s questioning

the ‘American-ness’ of non-white citizens and flirting with white supremacist and neo-

Nazi group also functions as evidence that he does not belong to the ‘politically correct’

political elite. His willingness to offend demonstrates his authenticity. He is acting like a

boss who is above reproach, as opposed to conventional, ineffective politicians. Just as

some consumers do not worry where their diamonds or foie gras come from, name-

brand populism endorses candidates whose racist and sexist rhetoric ‘symbolizes’

exclusivity.
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The third worrisome feature of name-brand populism is its reliance on ‘moment

marketing.’ Glenn Llopis (2014) describes moment marketing as ‘less about

solving specific needs – and more an attempt to quickly create new revenue streams

by promoting solutions for needs that don’t exist.’ These needs arise through

sensationalism and manufacturing new social media trends. Trump’s constantly

shifting positions and control of the media attention (even as he denounces them)

suggests a virulent kind of claim-making: his rapid fire and fluctuating claims

satisfy his followers demand for new material, something to retweet, but it does not

necessarily enhance their capacities to hold him accountable. It is difficult to

mobilize citizens against a particular issue when the representative does not ‘stand

for anything.’ Trump’s virulent claim-making also undermines citizens from

identifying with the suffering of others. The relentless bombardment of offensive

statements and purported harms fosters an insensitivity to suffering. The constant

updating of our historical memory, e.g., what President Trump said and tweeted,

replaces the constructive thinking needed to address shared political problems. And

as Zygmunt Bauman and Leonidas Donskis (2013, p. 46) wrote, ‘We live in an era

of sound-bytes, not thoughts: ephemera calculated, as George Steiner famously

observed, for maximum impact and instant obsolescence.’ The moment marketing

of name-brand consumerism ‘may lubricate the wheels of the economy [even as] it

sprinkles sand into the bearings of morality’ (Bauman and Donski, 2013, p. 15).

The endless construction of ephemeral claims fosters an ethical obliviousness about

political action (Dovi and McCain, 2016).

These three features of name-brand populism create challenges for those who

assume ethical political action should educate. Following Robert Dahl (1973),

many democratic theorists stress understand ‘enlightenment’ as constitutive of

democratic ideals. Citizens’ ability to ‘reflect on’ their political preferences is

invaluable for improving democratic practices. Consequently, when oppositional

parties, the media, and bureaucrats call out representatives’ misdeeds, they

strengthen democracy by educating and mobilizing citizens to sanction their

representatives. Critical thinking is an enactment of the democratic norm of

publicity and the foundation for democratic accountability. To be sure, trans-

parency and democratic deliberation are important tools and constitute democratic

forms of governance. However, when representatives understand attention as

power, and rely on audiences outside formal legislative processes to consolidate

their political authority, they can bypass democratic institutions and market

undemocratic norms. Having political scientists educate citizens about constitu-

tional democracy, as Muirhead recommends, might be misguided if citizens

perceived such information as ‘elitist’ and prevent the voice of the people from

being heard. Such lessons might also not be sufficiently entertaining. As a result,

critics end up speaking only to themselves since the details and logistics of the

policies interfere with the entertainment of the representative’s performance.
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Understanding the nature of name-brand populism reveals how highlighting the

policy problems with Trump’s executive order and actions reinforces his outsider

status and thereby his seeming allegiance to ordinary people. Denouncing the racist

connotations of his words signals his willingness to not act as ‘normal’ politicians and

partisans. In other words, name-brand populism protects Trump from criticisms and

makes it difficult to reach and engage fellow citizens emotionally and politically. Of

course, it is important to understand the different (and perhaps conflicting) ways that

Trump’s politics can be appealing. Whether it is those who self-identify themselves

as ‘deplorable’ or the women who wear shirts saying, ‘Hey Trump talk dirty to me,’ it

is important to recognize the trend of adopting politically offensive speech to indicate

one’s membership in an anti-establishment political identity. Understanding Trump

supporters as only ignorant or racist can prevent the kinds of engagements needed to

reshape their political identities and to provide the emotional and material

satisfaction that could replace that of name-brand populism. In this light, ethical

political action requires trying to understand and empathize with people whose views

one finds morally repulsive. Moreover, such understanding requires being stubbornly

constructive. Instead of assuming that critical thinking alone can persuade, it is

important to engage in the kind of constructive problem-solving that focuses on

shared concerns and the provision of concrete benefits. It is not enough to offer

rhetoric about the need for more jobs but offer a politics that makes citizens gain

status via their political commitment to democracy. A stubbornly constructive

democratic politics needs to deliver more than just claims.

Of course, my recommendation for understanding and empathy is controversial.

One problem with living in the age of Trump is that all political choices seem to

involve moral trade-offs whose consequences for democracy are uncertain and

risky. As Jason Stanley (2016) wrote, ‘Describing what Trump has done requires us

to talk not just about the importance of honesty and accuracy, but…. [i]t also

requires us to confront the failures of elite policy that have led to an erosion of

democratic norms, primarily public trust, that make anti-democratic alternatives

suddenly acceptable.’ So ethical political action in the time of Trump cannot

simply point out his inconsistencies, his lies, or his lack of science-based policies. It

needs to improve the social status of and materially reward those who adhere to and

protect democratic norms.

Suzanne Dovi

One year in, 50 years later: reflections on protest and the end
of the ‘Hypocrisy Critique’

The first year of Donald Trump’s presidency was marked by a surge of mass protest

– against his anti-immigrant policies and proposals, his courting of openly white

Critical Exchange

� 2018 Macmillan Publishers Ltd., part of Springer Nature. 1470-8914 Contemporary Political Theory



supremacist groups and individuals, and his further investment in forms of policing

and criminalization that ravage communities of color. What has come to be called

‘the resistance’ has become a regular feature of political life.

As much as I have been heartened by these developments, I have found them

frustrating as well. Protest movements are often social theorists in their own right;

in the course of mobilization, they articulate a diagnosis of the present and point to

potential mechanisms for transformation. When ‘people begin to move,’ observed

Dr Martin Luther King, Jr. (2000, p. 162), ‘they create their own theories.’ The

theory articulated by the year’s most visible mobilizations seems to be that this –

Trump’s particular brand of ethnonationalism – is not who we are, a sentiment

echoed by a substantial number of elected officials and not a few pundits. But this

repeated claim is problematic at best. It is shot through with ‘creedal nationalism’

(Rana, 2017), imagining Trump as an exceptional violation of the liberal-

democratic ordinary, and an unprecedented attack on a common political ethos (see

in this Critical Exchange, El Amine; Kirshner). For all the ways Trump has

dispensed with norms of presidential comportment, he is much more at home in

America’s racial landscape than this claim acknowledges (Klinkner and Smith,

2016).

What I am most interested in here, however, is not the diagnosis of the problem

implied by appeals to national identity, but the strategy apparently mobilized in

their use: the idea that coordinated, mass actions that call out violations of ‘our’

ideals can publicly shame officials – and Trump’s administration specifically – into

acting differently. The idea at work here is not just that Trump has violated the

terms of the American covenant – a form of hypocrisy if not betrayal – but that he

can be publicly shamed for doing so. What reasons do we have for believing that

white supremacy can be combatted through the critique of hypocrisy and the

mechanism of public shame?

In the history of racial justice activism, there is a long tradition of critique

oriented toward exposing the hypocrisy of espousing democratic ideals while

investing in racial hierarchy. Frederick Douglass’s abolitionist speeches are filled

with ‘biting ridicule’ and ‘blasting reproach’ for a nation that celebrated

independence while enslaving millions. ‘[Y]our shouts of liberty and equality,’

Douglass inveighed in his famous Fourth of July address, ‘are, to [the slave], mere

bombast, fraud, deception, impiety, and hypocrisy – a thin veil to cover up crimes

which would disgrace a nation of savages’ (Douglass, 1999, p. 197). 40 years later,

at the height of lynch law’s deadly reign, Ida Wells-Barnett saw in the ideal of

popular sovereignty the bloody reality of ‘government by the mob.’ Addressing a

Boston audience in 1893, Wells-Barnett juxtaposed ‘the land of the free and the

home of the brave’ with brutal portrayals of ‘a land of lawlessness, murder, and

outrage,’ and pressed her audience to view lynching as a shameful violation of ‘life,

liberty and happiness,’ and thus an attack on ‘distinctive American institutions’

(Wells-Barnett, 2014, p. 97). If white Americans fully understood the brutality and
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extent of lynch law – and thus the depths of their own hypocrisy, Wells-Barnett

insisted – they would be ashamed.

The Civil Rights Movement of the mid-20th century cemented the use of the

hypocrisy critique as a winning protest strategy. Throughout the 1960s, black

activists of the Civil Rights Movement continually pressed the claim that the

persistence of American racial domination belied the terms of national self-

definition and public legitimation. Like many of his forebears in the black radical

tradition, King repeatedly pointed to the way in which democratic ideals

underwrote racial hierarchy in America: while the ‘sentiments embodied in the

Declaration of Independence’ are fine ones, King argued, the document’s own

history tells a different story: ‘There were slaves when it was written; there were

slaves when it was adopted; and to this day, black Americans have not life, liberty,

nor the privilege of pursuing happiness’ (King, 1986, p. 315). Political action in a

society structured by white supremacy and accustomed to its own ‘comforting

myths’ was, according to King, meant to make all citizens reckon with their

responsibility for the maintenance of racial hierarchies.

The public memory of the Civil Rights Movement centers on this critique, and its

ability to generate individual and institutional shame – and thereby redress – in

response. As Chris Lebron (2013, p. 18) has argued, ‘shame is the moral response

we should and tend to have when we fail to uphold principles we affirm on our own

account in the face of conditions that cannot possibly be thought to justify that kind

of failure.’ When confronted with hypocrisy, we ought to feel shame. Shame,

however, is not just an individual moral response, but can also be conceptualized as

an institutional political response triggered when the terms by which a regime

justifies its rule are revealed to be, in some serious and public way, fraudulent.

Institutional shame names the scandal that ensues when a regime reliant on

legitimation through its commitments to equal citizenship is called out for violating

them. The public exposure of this scandal threatens not just policy goals, but

citizens’ affective attachments to their national identity; as such, it demands a

response.

The creation of this kind of scandal marked the Civil Rights Movement’s

arresting dramatizations of the hypocrisy critique. Moreover, the movement’s

successes in dismantling the legal architecture of racial terror suggested the

efficacy of the hypocrisy critique as an anti-racist strategy; many commentators and

scholars saw it as the only viable strategy for protesting the decisions of democratic

majorities (see Pineda, 2015). For example, Andrew Sabl contends that the

effective moral activism of the early Civil Rights Movement was marked by the

achievement of social change ‘primarily through moral and rhetorical appeals

based on principles widely accepted by the political system and its citizens’ but not

yet effectively enacted (Sabl 2002, p. 202). But it is not at all clear that this form of

critique contains the incipient powers attributed to it. The critical question is: what

are the structural conditions that allowed the charge of hypocrisy, articulated
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through the disclosure of Jim Crow’s constitutive fictions, to produce institutional

shame?

The political salience of the hypocrisy critique hinges on the existence of a

regime that mobilizes the terms of democratic citizenship in the service of its own

ends. It requires systems of public justification dependent on these ideas, in which

the regime has a meaningful stake in representing itself as guided by principles

defended in liberal and democratic terms, as opposed to illiberal alternatives (see El

Amine, this exchange). It depends on a government that is ‘engaged in a sustained

effort to tell a particular story about race and democracy,’ as Mary Dudziak has

written, ‘a story of progress, a story of the triumph of good over evil, a story of U.S.

moral superiority’ (Dudziak, 2000, p. 13).

This story had particular value and meaning in the context of World War II and

the emerging Cold War, when the regime was deeply invested in ensuring the

cogency and plausibility of the United States as the liberal-democratic alternative

to fascism and communism. Thus, when President Kennedy echoed the terms of the

hypocrisy critique in his speech announcing civil rights legislation, he did so with

an eye toward the mounting legitimacy problem posed by visible evidence of racial

disorder. The 1963 Birmingham, Alabama, campaign had set loose an incredible

wave of 700 civil rights protests and 15,000 arrests across 200 cities in just over a

month, and filled newspapers around the world with images of children facing

down police dogs and fire hoses. In the midst of this reality, Kennedy revealed the

broader political context in which hypocrisy, rendered undeniable, could provoke

institutional shame and subsequent institutional action: ‘are we to say to the world

– and much more importantly to each other – that this is the home of the free,

except for the Negroes; that we have no class or caste system, no ghettos, no master

race, except with respect to the Negroes?’ (Kennedy, 1963).

In the era of Trump, there are reasons to suspect the waning efficacy of protest

reliant on the hypocrisy critique. Trump, and the movement coalescing around him

seem to prefer the pursuit of national chauvinism and ethno-nationalist racial rule

for their own sakes. As Suzanne Dovi perceptively articulates, Trump’s ‘name-

brand populism’ relies not on the terms of liberal-democratic ideals but on ‘selling

America as an exclusive club whose greatness is achieved by keeping others out,’

and in which the racial exclusivity of citizenship is a selling point – a marker of

value – rather than a source of shame (Dovi, this Critical Exchange).

It is thus increasingly clear that the cultivation of Trump’s key constituencies –

the monied interests of rapacious corporate capitalism and the resurgent wellspring

of white racial grievance – are not dependent on the presumption of liberal-

democratic principles. It is not that Trump doesn’t bandy about the usual platitudes

about unity and democracy; it is that the way that he does so – in stiff, scripted

speeches delivered half-heartedly, immediately undercut by the day’s executive

orders or Twitter outbursts – transparently displays these utterances to be wholly

without conviction, and without serious justificatory purpose. As a recent editorial
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in the Arizona Republic put it (after Trump pardoned former Maricopa county

sheriff Joe Arpaio), Trump has demonstrated ‘that he wants to be president of the

few,’ making it clear that ‘institutional racism is not just OK with him. It is a goal’

(Arizona Republic, 25 August 2017). It is impossible to provoke shame over

institutional racism – not to mention misogyny and plutocracy – within a regime

that openly pursues these ideals.

Arguably, the seeds for this moment were planted long ago, and the present

represents less a dramatic rupture with the past than the reaping of its ugly returns.

There are precious few degrees of separation between Ronald Reagan’s ‘silent

majority’ and Trump’s ‘forgotten men and women,’ or between Bill Clinton’s

‘superpredators’ and Trump’s notorious depiction of Mexican immigrants as rapists

and criminals. In some ways, Trump has merely shifted the terms of racialized

policy away from the subtle art of ‘dog whistles’ to more explicit forms of racial

appeal. Yet this is not a meaningless shift, as regards available strategies for

combatting the form of rule it represents. The overt structures of legitimation

adopted by Trump sever present protestors from the main model of critique that

uses American ideals against themselves. What we are witnessing in the Trump

administration is the end of the hypocrisy critique.

Yet there are reasons not to expend too much energy mourning its passing. The

charge of hypocrisy always fit too neatly within the ideological idioms of American

liberal progress: the perfectibility of its democratic institutions, the supposedly

unique genius of its constitutional architecture, the presumed universality and

capaciousness of its founding ideals (see El Amine, this volume). The frame of

hypocrisy could suggest, all too easily, that little real work needed to be done to

address rampant inequality, because American institutions and ideals held the

answer already. Through the frame of hypocrisy (and its resolution), the real but

partial success of the Civil Rights Movement could be leveraged – quite effectively

– by politicians across partisan lines in the service of a triumphalist story about the

achievement of a ‘post-racial’ society, even as the movement’s more radical

aspirations for racial and economic justice have been effectively undermined

(Rana, 2010).

In this current moment, it would be a mistake to continue to stage protest

according to the old script, and mistake Trump for the aberrant figure that merely

proves old truisms about ‘who we are.’ Instead, we should revisit the richer

inheritances offered by racial justice activism from the Civil Rights Movement and

beyond. The campaigns of the Civil Rights Movement did much more than merely

press the claim of hypocrisy or generate shame; they modeled an expansive

practice of democratic agency, in which citizens were empowered to remake

themselves and the society around them, and forge new civic bonds across racial

lines – not just petition for redress. Over the course of the long years of the Civil

Rights struggle, activists articulated a radical vision of racial and economic equality
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– one that still offers potential for solidarity and shared struggle, beyond the stale

frame of the hypocrisy critique.

Erin R. Pineda

Theorizing social movements as democratic institutions

After the 2016 Presidential election, a collection of organizations dubbed ‘the

resistance’ pledged to prevent the normalization of the divisive rhetoric and

policies of the Trump Administration. Political elites and the public alike are now

evaluating this resistance with skepticism, waiting to see whether and to what

extent this fledgling social movement will affect electoral politics. However, the

significance of the resistance to Trumpism as well as other ascendant social

movements, such as the Movement for Black Lives, should not be reduced to their

impact on the midterm or Presidential election results. Instead, I argue in line with

Pineda, that ‘protest movements are often social theorists in their own right,’ and

therefore, their strongest impact is the fact that they alter individuals’ political

understanding of, and interest and participation in, the polity.

One reason why we do not adequately evaluate the impact of social movements

is because we misperceive the structure of democratic societies as the political

institutions formalized in the U.S. Constitution. I argue that a complete theory of

democratic politics ought to include social movements as another essential

institutional element, an indispensable check on institutional tendencies toward

bureaucracy and oligarchy.

Democratic theorists sometimes point out the functions movements play, but

they often assume that movements are interventions from outside routinized

democracy. Social movements, however, are essential components of democracy.

Sheldon Wolin (1994, p. 13), for example, declares that democracy as a set of

procedures usually devolves into ‘democracy without the demos as actor.’

Democracy worthy of the name only erupts spontaneously and temporarily, via

revolutions that ‘activate the demos and destroy boundaries that bar access to

political experience’ (p. 18). This activated populous appears as surplus democracy

once revolutions are ended and the permanent institutionalization of politics is

begun’ (p. 19). Wolin contends that this is because the democratic notions of

‘citizen-as-actor’ and ‘politics-as-episodic’ is incompatible with ‘the State as the

fixed center of political life’ (p. 23). Consequently, we ought to make peace with

the idea that democracy ‘is doomed to succeed only temporarily, but is a recurrent

possibility as long as the memory of the political survives’ (p. 23). I agree with

Wolin’s account of the way that democracy is periodically recalled to itself because

of the political action of resistant and organized members of the polity. However,

what if these periodic democratic renewals are not outside the bounds of regular
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democratic politics? More pointedly, what if periodic insurgency is the way that

democracy survives?

Contrary to the theoretical balm of balanced pluralism offered by American

democratic theorists in the mid-20th century (Dahl, 2006 [1956]), social scientists

have demonstrated the ‘heavenly chorus,’ that is – collection of voices raised to

speak their interests and policy preferences in democracies – sings with a decidedly

upper-class accent (Schattschneider, 1960). To wit, nothing explains differences in

political participation better than socioeconomic stratification (Schlozman et al.

2012). Likewise, elected representatives are most likely to listen to upper-class

constituents and make policy in accordance with their wishes (Gilens and Page,

2014). Suppositions by mid-20th century political scientists that stratified

participation in electoral politics was voluntary, and therefore a benign expression

of disinterest, have been proved false (Verba and Kay Lehman Schlozman, 1995)

(Bartels, 2008) (Schlozman et al., 2012). Accompanying notions that the policy

preferences of the upper and lower classes were not very divergent have also shown

themselves incorrect (Page et al., 2013; Flavin, 2012; Kelly, 2009). Additionally,

although socioeconomic status best predicts participation and influence, race and

gender matter most in terms of the way members of the polity understand the

political world and express their attitudes and preferences (Dawson, 1994; Sears

et al., 2000; Pew Research Center, 2016). These stratifications do not balance out at

any point in the electoral process. Instead, our regular electoral process routinely

leaves some – usually white, upper-class men – on top, and others arrayed in an

intersectional hierarchy that cascades below. The well-documented stratification

evinced in the electoral system means that the United States is, in fact, governed by

and for the benefit of the few, rather than the expansive swath echoed in the words

‘we the people’ ringing in the doxa of our imagined community (Anderson, 2006).

The idealized form of this arrangement, which Iris Young calls ‘interest group

pluralism,’ is predicated on the idea that coalitions of interests will be voluntary,

based on associative rather than structural or immutable categories, and able to

combine in a variety of ways. The acknowledgement of difference is an

underpinning of the idea of democratic pluralism, but the understanding of

difference is so flawed as to be counterproductive for the ideal. The kind of

contestation that proponents readily acknowledge as endemic to the political

includes competing interests, values, ethics, norms, discursive lexicons, etc.

Traditional proponents of pluralism like Dahl argue that such conflict can and

should be salved through the normal process of institutional politics. Satisfying the

demands made in these contests is simply a question of organization on the part of

citizens and responsiveness to that organization by elected officials. However, the

problem is that pluralism is not only characterized by conflict between equals who

have differing perspectives, but rather by inequality, structural disadvantage, and if

not immutable, then demonstrably enduring exclusion based on ascriptive

characteristics. Inequality is of great concern because it is not simply among
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groups in the current generation, but inequality compounding over time, giving rise

to a cumulative effect or legacy. While it does not always arise from the actions of

the current members of the polity, it nevertheless conditions their material

opportunities, shaping the political meaning of their social understandings and the

effect of their political actions. In short, interest group pluralism might, in ideal

theory, be able to solve the problem of difference, but it is only because this

concept of difference leaves out consideration of how inequalities compound the

political and economic consequences of cumulative injustice.

But inequality is not the only concern. Interest group pluralism also ‘depoliti-

cizes public life’ (Young, 2011 [1991], p. 72). As Suzanne Dovi points out in this

Critical Exchange, the most damaging aspect of the tone set by the current

administration is the ‘name brand populism’ that characterizes their politics. This

political genre takes all the negative tendencies of interest group pluralism to the

extreme, creating a political environment in which, as Dovi argues, ‘revealing

inconsistencies, poorly formulated policies, or political ineptitude will not address

the reasons why Trump’s supporters back him.’ Since the mid-twentieth century,

democratic politics in America restricted legitimate political concerns to personal

interests, and made ‘no distinction between the assertion of selfish interests and

normative claims to justice or right’ (Young, 2011 [1991], p. 72. Even more

disturbing, interest has been redefined even more narrowly, describing a ‘brand-

name’ tribal identification more than a set of policy preferences. Politics is

supposedly a naked ‘competition among claims,’ where the only worthy

consideration is winning and, ‘one does not win by persuading a public that one’s

claim is just,’ but instead by ‘making trades and alliances with others, and making

effective strategic calculations about how and to whom to make your claims.’ This

process ‘collapses normative claims to justice into selfish claims of desire’ (Young,

2011 [1991], p. 72). This way of conducting democratic politics is damaging

because it ‘fosters political cynicism’ and convinces people that democratic politics

is less about participation, representation, and problem-solving, and more a great

game in which the powerful compete and the rest of us try to stay out of their

dangerous messes.

A further concern with this type of political conduct is that the range of

arguments that circulate in public discourse is narrower and the content more

superficial. Young contends that this leads to ‘a fragmented public life’ in which

people only give an audience to the arguments of their group. Given the current

media environment, which features cable news sub-divided by political attitudes,

and social media feeds algorithmically curated to comport with our pre-existing

ideas, this tendency has grown worse. Our discursive environment now provides

structural support for public fractionalization. This means that ‘there is no forum

within the public sphere of discussion and conflict where people can examine the

overall patterns of justice or fairness produced by these processes.’ Additionally,

because the political habit is to evaluate politics based on who is winning or losing
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(Bartelss, 1988; Capella and Jamieson, 1997; Patterson, 2005) rather than what is

just or good and for whom, it is exceedingly difficult to bring ‘the basic structures,

assumptions, constraints, and decision-making procedures’ that coalesce to produce

political outcomes into public discussion ‘because, for the most part, these

[structures] are not effectively public’ (Young 2011 [1991], p. 73). The

consequence is that political proposals are not directed at ‘persons as such, but

at persons constituted piecemeal as taxpayers, health service consumers, parents,

workers, residents of cities, and so on’ (Young, 2011 [1991]. p. 73). This

fragmentary public sphere’s most negative impact is not polarization, but instead

incoherence. Not only is there a dearth of public forums for discussion outside the

rubric of selfish interest, but even if there were such settings, our political culture

has not taught us what we ought to do in them. This kind of depoliticization, more

than conflict or polarization, is the death of democracy because it means that the

nation, has become a mere territory, rather than a polity, because people have

forgotten how to be citizens (cf. Kirshner, this Critical Exchange).

Given these empirical and conceptual deficiencies of interest group pluralism, it

is also important to remember that any way of arranging power that starts from the

social world of inequality as it exists will be frustrated in attaining just relations.

Likewise, there are no ideologies, procedures, or policy agendas that can

permanently or entirely undo the material and political consequences of the

historically compounded legacies of structured inequality. Therefore, what is

required for a political project that can meet the world where it is and take it

someplace new is an ethic for deciding what political remedy looks like and a

political culture that facilitates revising structures, laws, and routines so that they

will comport with what the polity conceives as just. Fundamentally, this is what

democracy is built to do. However, since democracy, like all governing systems,

develops strong oligarchic tendencies over time, it is necessary to push through

periods of political stagnation. Social movements provide the way. In so doing,

movements offer a potential antidote to the politics of despair that has characterized

much of the early 21st century. They allow us to enact citizenship, not only through

performing duties, but by authoring new understandings, priorities, and even

governing institutions. Unlike other forms of participation, which can also teach

valuable civic skills, social movements show us how to make change. Even if we

do not immediately change policy or restructure institutions, we can change our

ideas, our minds, our associations, and public understandings of the scope of

political possibility.

I do not assume that all social movements will be progressive. Nor do I think the

political renewal of contention is only delivered from the left. Democracy is

difficult and risky. It entrusts people who have divergent understandings of the

world and deviating interests to govern themselves collectively without any power

above them that prevent them from dashing the ship of state recklessly against

history’s shores. A democratic society is ever in danger of doing itself in, but
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democratic polities are also resilient when they maintain public belief in and

commitment to engaged citizenship that relies on debate, persuasion, and

participation rather than resentment, cynicism, and violence.

Sometimes, as we learned from the rise of the Third Reich in Europe at the

beginning of the 20th century, the polity will make catastrophic choices. But at

others, it will author principles and construct institutions that bring future

generations closer to the ideal of justice. For these reasons, it is important to take

the current resistance against Trump and other social movements seriously as

pragmatic political solutions to a real democratic problem.

Deva Woodly

Does Donald Trump pose a special threat to democracy? Probably not

This past October, about a year after the election of Donald Trump, my mother

gave me a call. In the course of our conversation she asked me whether I had read

Jane Mayer’s (2017) New Yorker article on Vice President Pence. If Pence became

president, my mom explained, he might be even worse than Trump. I believe my

mother might be correct. But if she is, it implies Donald Trump does not pose a

special threat to American democracy. By special threat, I mean no graver a threat

than would have been posed by the election, for instance, of his closest competitor

in the Republican primary process, Ted Cruz, or the election of his Vice President.

This is a perspective I outline in this brief essay. Doing so, I develop a deflationary

account of Trump’s triumph and of its meaning with respect to democratic political

action.

My account has three premises (elaborated in Kirshner, 2014). First, generally

speaking, it is not a bad decision or electoral result that unravels a democracy. The

threat is the people who make and support that decision. Imagine that a group of

people or its representatives create an anti-democratic law. By anti-democratic, I

mean the law undermines or is conflict with one of the defining features of

democracy (which I will assume is a set of institutions reflecting individuals’

interest in political equality and popular agency). If the people themselves are not

antidemocrats, if the anti-democratic law was a mistake or an oversight, it can be

resisted and repealed. Indeed, it likely will be. The same logic applies if they

mistakenly elect someone unfit for office. If the decision is truly an error, its harm

can be minimized. Political officials and other actors can restrict the unfit official’s

influence – thus limiting the impact of that decision. This is what I mean when I say

a decision, in itself, tends not to undermine democracy.

The deep and enduring problem with anti-democratic laws is not, generally

speaking, the content of such laws – bad as they may be. It is that a large proportion

of the population do not regard their fellow citizens as their equals. The same logic
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applies to the election of antidemocrats. The problem is that, typically, those who

have elected the antidemocrat do not think they have made an error. If for some

technical reason the electoral decision was invalidated and citizens had to vote

again shortly after the first election – I believe most would vote in the same way.

Why? Because the voters are not committed to democracy. When this is the state of

affairs, the moral rot will not be limited to a single law or electoral outcome. In

these cases, anti-democratic decisions will not be undone easily, they will not be

treated as errors to be corrected. The threat will unfold over time, affecting

numerous decisions in ways large and small. There are, of course, plausible

exceptions to this generalization. An erroneous decision can make a difference –

especially when that decision cannot be rescinded. Launching a nuclear missile is

one salient example. But I think most threats to democracy are not of this sort. At

least that is what I will assume here.

Second, even if people are opposed to democracy, they have important interests

in political participation and, in most circumstances, they have a claim to

participate. Imagine there was a country not dissimilar to the United States. And

imagine a large percentage of this country’s population, but not a majority, held

unreasonable and undemocratic beliefs: beliefs inconsistent with our reasons for

valuing democracy. Perhaps these individuals believe someone’s moral worth

depends on her race. Would it be acceptable to permanently exclude these

individuals from participating in political life because of their undemocratic views?

If so, we would find a democratic form of apartheid acceptable. But if you find the

idea of a democratic apartheid problematic, I think you share the intuition that even

those who hold unreasonable views have an important claim to play a role in

political life.

Third, it does not make sense to think of representative democracy in binary

terms – democracy or non-democracy. Instead, we ought to think about regimes as

being more or less democratic – depending on a complicated assessment of the

circumstances. Once we make this allowance, as Loubna El Amine argues in this

Critical Exchange, we will be better positioned to assess American political

institutions and, by implication, to evaluate threats to those institutions.

Starting from these ideas will lead one to endorse an account of Trump’s election

that is deflationary in at least two senses. First, as my mother claimed, President

Trump is not a special threat to the democratic character of American political

institutions. He is not forging a course independent from his party with respect to

policy or democracy. In this Critical Exchange, Russell Muirhead argues that

Trump is a ‘hard demagogue,’ one who builds influence by setting people against

each other. But it is not clear that Trump’s distinctive style will translate into a

weaker democracy. Would a less-demagogic President Pence or Cruz chart a

different path on voting rights – an issue of self-evident democratic concern? I

don’t think so. Take the recently established Advisory Commission on Election

Integrity. If it has any impact, the commission will likely have a negative effect on
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the democratic character of our institutions, lending popular legitimacy to long-

standing and unjustifiable efforts to make voting costly, complex and confusing.

But who are the members of this commission? Are they hard-core adherents to a

specifically Trumpian ideology? Are they Bannonite shock troops? Hardly. The

vice chair and lead figure on the president’s Advisory Commission is Kris Kobach.

Kobach worked in the justice department under President George W. Bush (a

period in which President Trump was a registered Democrat) (Gillin, 2015).

Kobach is running for governor in Kansas. He was not created by Trump. He is not

a populist revolutionary. He is a Republican. And he is not exceptional. Hans von

Spakovsky is another member of the Advisory Commission. He is a fellow at the

old-line conservative think tank, the Heritage Institute. And, like Kobach, he also

worked at the Justice Department under George W. Bush. In other words, efforts

like the President’s Advisory Commission are not novel challenges to democracy

dreamed up by Team Trump; they are extensions of long-time Republican party

efforts, they are being carried out by long-time Republicans and they are supported

by Republican voters, voters who elected George W. Bush before they elected

Donald Trump (CNN, 2016).

Am I overstating my case? Does Donald Trump possess a special distaste for

democracy and democratic institutions, a distaste that makes him a unique threat?

Consider the state where I live – North Carolina. After the election of a Democratic

governor on 8 November 2016, the legislature stripped the governor-elect of much

of his power – a move that would be difficult to justify along democratic lines.

Were these legislators inspired by Donald Trump or his demagogic style? The

evidence suggests they were not. On 26 June 2013, many of the same legislators

enacted a voter identification law that the Fourth Circuit Appeals Court has since

ruled unconstitutional. This was years before Trump declared his candidacy and the

very day after the Supreme Court struck down key elements of the Voting Rights

Act. Considering the legislature’s actions, the Fourth Circuit observed that the new

law ‘target[ed]African Americans with almost surgical precision’ (N.C. State

Conference of the NAACP v. McCrory, 831 F.3d 204 (4th Cir. 2016)). The Supreme

Court upheld that decision. Since then, the Supreme Court has found two different

redistricting plans approved by the North Carolina legislature to be unconstitu-

tional. In 2013, Trumpism was not yet part of the American vernacular. Donald

Trump was not an especially important mover and shaker in North Carolina. All of

this would be happening even if he weren’t president. Moreover, we cannot just pin

this lack of concern for democracy on North Carolina’s legislative majority. The

legislators who voted for these unconstitutional and undemocratic laws have

constituents. In light of an explicit judicial finding that their legislators had targeted

African Americans for disenfranchisement, those constituents could have voted

their legislators out of office. They did not do so. They re-elected them.

The upshot here is straightforward. If democratic institutions are threatened in

this country, that threat should not be identified, fundamentally, with President
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Trump. That threat should be attributed to those who voted for him. If he was not

around, they would have voted for someone who would pursue the same basic

course. Am I sidestepping something important? Might the election of Donald

Trump actually be attributable to America’s flawed and inegalitarian political

institutions? Trump may well have lost if the electoral college did not exist, for

example. In fact, we close our eyes to salient features of our political situation

when we imagine that what ails us is an institution like the electoral college.

Institutions are not sui generis. The electoral college is allowed to persist because

some individuals think it is valuable. And, all else equal, if the electoral college did

not exist, the large number of individuals who thought it was a good idea to vote for

Trump would find other ways to kneecap democracy.

The New York Times’ Maggie Haberman, Trump’s bard, describes the President

as possessing an ‘active disinterest in learning [about] the separation of powers’

(Lehrer, 2017). The same could be said about the rule law or the interests of his

party. And President Trump’s uniqueness in these respects may lead one to

conclude he poses a special threat to American democracy. But I think it is just as

easy to cast these as reasons to doubt he poses a deep and abiding threat to the

democratic character of the United States, such as it is. A president with a better

appreciation for the workings of the separation of powers, the rule of law and the

import of party would certainly have achieved more legislatively. The GOP failed

to overturn Obamacare because the President personally insulted a former POW

who happened to be a Senator. Would President Pence or Cruz have made the same

error? I think it unlikely. Moreover, the President’s institutional ignorance led him

to fire the director of the FBI. As a result, he is being investigated by the two-time

former director of the FBI. This is happening despite his party’s total domination

over the federal government. It is an ignominious institutional achievement. An

astonishing one.

My deflationary account of Trump’s election has a second element: his election

does not warrant any special kinds of political tactics, tactics that would not be

justified if Mike Pence had been elected in his stead. If someone earnestly believed

that the United States was a democracy on 7 November 2016 and that it stopped

being a democracy on 8 November 2016 or 20 January 2017 – then perhaps a

radical new approach to the pursuit of justice and democracy would be warranted.

If the president was the fundamental problem, that problem could be resolved with

relative ease, perhaps using an institutional surgical strike, like impeachment. Some

congressional Democrats and party funders seem to take this view, pressing for the

House to consider whether the President ought to be impeached.

But I have suggested that the true problem with American democracy is that

many of us are not especially committed to democracy. And if those of us who do

not believe in democracy should not be excluded from the political process, then

we face a deep problem, one that is not subject to the same easy resolution as bad

elections or mistaken decisions. Impeachment will not solve it. Robert Mueller will
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not solve it. And if, like me, you think that the United States is about as democratic

today as it was on 7 November – burdened by severe political and economic

inequality, a distorted electoral system and inhabited by many for whom

democracy is just not that important, then the kind of political action required

today is more or less the same as the activity required before 7 November 2016. On

this account, the way to make things more democratic, to fulfill a duty to advance

justice and establish institutions consistent with individuals’ moral equality, is to

defeat opponents of democracy electorally, despite the manifest imperfections of

our institutions. And, as Deva Woodley argues in this Critical Exchange, the

opposition should not limit itself to formal competition, it should protest, organize

and develop lawsuits, increasing the costs of actions that make things less just and

less democratic.

I saw a tweet recently which observed how ridiculous it was that the fate of

democracy had become a partisan issue (Nyhan, 2017). But this has always been

the case. As the Athenians understood, democracy is a sectional form of

government. It is imposed by democrats on antidemocrats. And if people want

our society to become more democratic than they just have to keep struggling to

make it so. Indeed, I believe it is one of the signature failures of the Obama

administration that they did not grant these issues appropriate priority. Members of

that administration are now organizing to combat things like widespread

gerrymandering and disenfranchisement at the state and local level. That they

have left so much of this work until now is an ignominious achievement of its own.

One that is shared by people who consider themselves partisans of democracy.

People like me.

Alexander S. Kirshner

The 2016 elections and American exceptionalism: a view
from the periphery1

I arrived in Bloomington, Indiana, in the fall of 2004, just a couple of months

before the elections that year. In my e-mails to friends and family in Beirut, I

expressed my surprise at the number of pumpkins I saw around, and the near

absence of signs or posters relating to the elections. For this was in stark contrast

with the thousands of portraits of middle-aged men in drab suits that covered every

exposed wall in Lebanon during the elections there, and the extravagant slogans

painted on huge canvases that hung from one balcony to the other, upending the

yearly competition between Ramadan and Christmas decorations.

But then came the elections of 2008, which were a completely different affair

from those in 2004. And yet, amidst all the positive energy that indifference had

given way to, it was difficult not to feel out of place again. Hope, reverberating
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everywhere in speech and discussion, was sometimes inspiring, but mostly

alienating; it was a universe away from the disenchanted political world that I came

from. And that ‘yes we can’ – voiced by the American majority – did not sound like

a chant of the oppressed against domination. It had, at least to my disheartened ear,

a triumphalist note; it spoke of exceptional powers for bringing about change, of a

people unlike other peoples of this world who do not feel, and will not claim, that

they ‘can’.

Fast forward to 2016 (since 2012 was more like 2004). Given the centrality of

immigrants and Muslims to the 2016 elections, it was hard for me not to feel

involved. As the results slowly emerged, I was dismayed. And yet, encountering

people in tears the next day, people who were not likely to feel the brunt of the new

political reality, also felt estranging: too much despondency, the flip side of too

much hope.

In a short article entitled ‘The Deep State,’ Adam Shatz (2017) writes about the

fantasies of violence that some Americans harbor, even if secretly, against Trump

and his white supremacist entourage. He notes how remarkable it is that, while they

are common among people who have long lived under tyranny, only a few months

were enough for such fantasies to develop among some people in this country. One

could also mention here the fantasy of fleeing, mostly expressed as a desire to move

across the borders to progressive Canada. The wistful suggestion of escape

implicitly rests on privilege: not only of a friendly neighbor, but also of free

movement across borders. Unlike violence, fleeing is not even a fantasy for the

majority of the people who live under authoritarian regimes; it is simply a dream.

American citizens, on the other hand, have entertained it from the first moment

Trump came to power. As Shatz concludes: ‘American exceptionalism may be

dead, but it lives on as a habit of mind, measured now not in the supremacy of our

democracy but in the unprecedented horror we imagine ourselves to be

experiencing.’

The truth is that the horror is not unprecedented: it not only has precedents in the

long history of deep-seated racism and enduring inequality in America,2 but it has

also been visited on other parts of the world. Take, for example, the question of

democracy. While the recent elections in the United States have been widely seen

as evidence not of the supremacy of American democracy but of its weakness, the

tendency to sound the alarm bells for the complete collapse of a system that has

lasted for over two centuries is telling. Samuel Moyn and David Priestland have

described this tendency in the New York Times (August 2017) as belying a form of

‘tyrannophobia.’ Indeed, a common trend in commentaries on the elections has

been to draw lessons from Erdogan’s Turkey, Putin’s Russia, and even Hitler’s

Germany, for America’s new realities. But then what about Italy, Brazil, Kenya,

Colombia, South Africa, Tunisia, Bosnia, and India? These and other countries

around the world have experienced threats to democracy in recent years that they

withstood in varying ways and to varying degrees. Even when democracies have
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failed, the result is usually a mix of democracy and authoritarianism, or at least

populism, and not a complete, or irreversible, dissolution of the democratic process.

Indeed, to jump from democracy to tyranny not only ignores the differences

between various types of authoritarian and populist regimes, but also ignores the

range of democratic experiences that have been possible outside the US. As

Alexander Kirshner argues in this Critical Exchange, we should not view

democracy in binary terms.

Part of the problem here is exceptionalism rearing its head in a different guise: if

American democracy is not exceptionally good, then it is exceptionally fragile;

perhaps it was held together by such a fortuitous and particular amalgam of

circumstances that it cannot but slide into its opposite – authoritarianism – under

threat. The academic, and not unrelated, problem is the under-theorization, at least

in political theory, of various forms of political regimes. Indeed, in both normative

political theory and the study of the history of political thought, the distinctions that

often get elaborated are between various forms of democracy (epistemic,

deliberative, procedural, constitutional, majoritarian, liberal, etc.) rather than

between various forms of political rule (of which tyranny and liberal democracy are

only two). The importance of a more nuanced classification resides not only in

qualifying the reigning view of American democracy, but in bringing in,

descriptively, conceptually, historically, and normatively, the politics of developing

countries.3

Or consider, for another example, the way in which the question of race in

America is presented as being sui generis, and therefore discontinuous with what

goes on in the rest of the world, often glossed as ‘ethnic conflict.’ In two articles in

the Washington Post, one on the killing of Freddie Gray in April 2015 in Baltimore,

and the other on the white supremacist rally of August 2017 in Charlottesville,

Karen Attiah imagines how both events would have been covered by the Western

media if they had happened in a third world country. She imagines black

Americans being described as a ‘minority ethnic group,’ confronted by a ‘rising

tide of racism and state violence,’ embodied in ‘police brutality’ (Attiah, 2015).

She writes of experts ‘linking the … violence to the scourge of domestic terrorism

carried out by white males’ and of the ‘state of the United States’ democracy

152 years after its brutal civil war’ being questioned (Attiah, 2017). Attiah’s aim,

on the one hand, is to criticize the media’s coverage of events in developing

countries, but, on the other hand, it is also to reverse the standard narrative of

American exceptionalism by highlighting the continuities of events in the US with

what happens in the rest of the world.

A similar reversal might be salutary in political science. More specifically, it

might be helpful to question the prevailing tendency to study the following three

concepts separately: race, ethnicity, and culture. Indeed, their study conforms in

large part to the division of labor between the subfields: the study of race is

typically the purview of American politics; this means that when political theorists
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address the question of race, they mostly address the question of race in the

Americas. Ethnicity, on the other hand, is typically a subject for the comparativists

to study, especially those focusing on Asia and Africa. Few theorists talk of

ethnicity or of ethnic politics because few theorists study societies beyond North

America and Western Europe.4 Finally, culture is the domain of political theory,

especially of the multiculturalism literature. Even though culture is said to

encompass immigrant and indigenous groups in the West, it is often explicitly

distinguished, and separated, from race and ethnicity.

Yet there are racial dimensions to the discrimination faced by immigrant groups,

for example, Pakistani Muslims in the United Kingdom, ethnic dimensions to the

construction of race in the US, and cultural dimensions to the ethnic divisions in

Syria. In any case, even if, as some have argued, there are compelling reasons to

distinguish between these three categories (based on such considerations as

ideology, geography, or history),5 it would be odd if the ensuing distinctions turned

out to be coterminous with regional boundaries: race with America, ethnicity with

Africa, and culture with Canada and Western Europe. Comparing the racial

situation in America with its counterparts elsewhere, from South Africa to Nigeria

to France, and drawing the links between the racial and the ethnic dimensions of

politics around the world, is not a way to minimize the seriousness of the American

situation. On the contrary, it is a way to understand it better, and to understand

other countries better as well.

Just before the elections, I heard an American commentator describe Trump, on

an Economist podcast, as ‘an extraordinary anti-democratic strongman candidate,

who would be more suited in a developing country than in the United States’ (‘A

Tale of Two Rallies,’ 2016). It is not only the denial of the Americanness of Trump

that is striking in this statement, but also the combination of this denial with a very

specific view of what developing countries are (and potentially of what they need).

While this statement is exceptional in its boldness, this combination – misunder-

standing America by misunderstanding the rest of the world, or perhaps

misunderstanding the rest of the world by misunderstanding America – is not.

America is not an exceptional case of racism, nor is it an exceptional democracy; it

is not exceptionally able to do things that other nations cannot (such as preventing

the rise to power of populist leaders like Trump), nor is it exceptionally unable to

do things other nations have been able to do (such as withstanding his attacks on

the democratic system). If its status as the reigning empire of the day pushes us

towards seeing the US in both of the positive and negative lights just mentioned,

then perhaps the task of the political theorist should not be to contribute to this

imperial vision, but to deflate it.

But is such deflationism anathema to political activism, activism that is badly

needed these days? Underlying this question is the assumption that people are only

moved by crises that are exceptional, unlike others’. But could one not be

permitted, in response to this question and the assumption that underlies it, the
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idealism of a solidarity that extends beyond the borders of one country, to

encompass, if only indirectly, other peoples with similar fights? This daily sense of

helplessness mixed with outrage that liberal Americans have been experiencing; the

spurts of activism followed by cynicism; the difficulty of finding agency amidst

bigger and more overwhelming structural forces; these are what some of us, from

fragile, failed, failing, developing, divided, authoritarian, democratizing, late

industrializing, societies, have always lived through. The silver lining of this

moment of crisis is perhaps that it paves the way for greater openness to, interest in,

and sympathy towards, the politics of other countries. Other countries are not only

relevant as case studies for fighting tyranny. For the idea that the struggle is one

against tyranny not only evinces ‘tyrannophobia’ but is also a continuation of the

‘yes we can’ approach – if fighting tyranny were only a matter of will, confidence,

and know-how, tyrants would be tumbling down all the time. Instead, what a

comparative approach reveals is the numerous possibilities that lie between

greatness and evil, idealism and defeatism. The present moment is a good time to

view America in a broader context, and to take a soberer view of agency, failure,

hope, and despair.

Loubna El Amine

The logic of politics

Donald Trump won the presidency because parties are weak. Today’s hyper-

partisanship obscures the fact that those who serve in office and who run for office

have lost control of the parties. Republican officials opposed Trump, almost to a

person, and could not prevent him from getting the Republican nomination. It is

only a slight exaggeration to say that the American political party is dead: parties

cannot control their own nominations and they cannot make the U.S. Constitution

work. This first incapacity is most obvious in places like Washington state and

California, where partisan primaries have given way to the ‘top two primary.’ In

Washington state for example, any candidate may express a preference (that is

noted on the official ballot) for any party. What is explicit in Washington and

California is almost the case for the rest of the country: the nomination depends on

who shows up to vote in the primary, and in many states primaries are ‘open’ in the

respect that anyone can participate in the party’s nomination decision. Primary

elections were one of the great reforms of the Progressive Era, and were meant to

cleanse democratic politics by elevating the people over insiders. Instead of

empowering wholesome common sense, primary elections today are blamed for

empowering ‘purists’ who pursue their cause in an uncompromising way. Primaries

privilege ideologues. And a politics of ideologues leads to a politics of

demagogues.
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The current moment of ideological purity in American politics dates to the 1964

Republican nominating contest, when Barry Goldwater won the nomination.

Nominating Barry Goldwater was irrational for Republicans because he seemed too

extreme to be an effective general election candidate. Aaron Wildavsky wrote a

trenchant Review of Politics piece in 1965 that tried to explain how a catch-all party

that is meant to include every inch of ideological ground in its compass could

nominate someone from the ideological extreme rather than someone who would

appeal to the common-sense center. In Wildavsky’s view, the Goldwater

nomination represented the triumph of the purists over the politicians. What was

unusual in 1964 is now the norm: as Danielle T. Thomsen’s research on the kinds

of people who run for Congress shows, our politics is dominated by ideologues who

care more about devotion to the cause than they do about building a diverse and

durable electoral coalition.

The rise of a pure and principled orientation might seem to make politics more

noble; in contrast to the politicos who were more shameless about politics as rent-

seeking – distributing patronage jobs to supporters, for instance – the moral purist

more closely approximates the ideal of the Kantian saint who is motivated by

nothing but a rational apprehension of duty. But the purely principled posture is not

entirely admirable in the context of democratic politics. One might ask, for

instance, what the purist should do when others who also profess to belong to the

‘side of the angels’ think duty points a different way? Does one dig in, certain that

one is righteous? This kind of unjustified confidence is what defines the ideologue,

that species of political animal who cannot grasp that disagreement can be

reasonable. Such a person is not a principled saint but rather a fanatic whose

conviction is amplified and distorted by pride.

Ideological politics makes it hard for the government to govern. For the past

40 years, for example, neither party has been able to build a national and durable

coalition, neither has been able to heed the constitutional invitation to rule. Since

1980, no party has been able to maintain control of the House, the Senate, and the

Presidency for more than 4 years. Democrats controlled the entire government for

two short periods, the first 2 years of the Clinton administration, and the first 2

years of the Obama administration. In both cases, efforts to expand health insurance

immediately motivated a reaction that caused Democrats to lose control of the

House. Republicans controlled the entire government for 4 years under President

George W. Bush, but lost control of the House in 2006 as the Iraqi insurgency slid

into civil war. As it stands following the 2016 election, the Republican Party has

another chance, with control of the House, the Senate, and the Presidency. Time

will tell, but for the moment it seems that President Trump is uninterested in

building a broad and durable electoral coalition. He loves his base, or rather loves

that his base loves him. He scorns the rest. His allies, Republicans in the House and

Senate – who with only a few exceptions never wished to see Trump ascend to the

presidency – are content to use him as they can to pass major legislation (on taxes
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and health care) that only appeals to conservatives, as if their charge is to

accomplish as much as possible from a narrow ideological agenda before they

suffer the consequences at the next election.

The failure of the ideologues to make the Constitution work has opened the way

for demagogues. To his supporters, Trump was refreshing because he was from

outside the political class and because he did not sound like a typical politician.

Trump’s scorn for conventional forms combined with his appeal to popular

resentments and passions create the appearance, at least for some, that he might be

able to make the government work where traditional politicians could not. Just a

few years ago, students looked quizzically at the mention of the word ‘demagogue,’

as if one dredged up a strange and extinct fish from the sea of ancient politics.

Today, everyone gets it. In its soft form demagoguery refers to flattery or pandering

– the political equivalent of a chef who loads on the butter (not healthy, but

customers don’t complain). The trouble comes with hard demagoguery. A hard

demagogue walks into a room of 100 people, people who are indifferent to him,

and tries to draw 51 of them to his side by making them turn against the other 49.

This is the sort of leader who nourishes resentments and causes people who up until

that point had been happy to live peacefully among one another to turn against each

other. In the extreme case, hard demagogues teach people how to hate each other.

When the parties cannot build a coalition of broadly shared interests, they cultivate

frustration and resentment that make room for the demagogue’s more divisive

political skills. Alex Kirschner (in this Critical Exchange) may be right that

Trump’s policies do not represent a significant break from those of the Republican

Party. But his manner of politics, including the use of invective and insult to stoke

resentments and the unabashed singling out of particular religious and ethnic

groups for special opprobrium, signals a turn toward hard demagoguery.

What demagogues and ideologues ultimately share is an inability to bring people

together in a large and lasting way – in the way the Constitution demands if the

people are going to rule. Neither the demagogue nor the ideologue can heed the

seductive whisper of the Constitution, which says that we the people can rule…but

only by joining in a great and diverse coalition. To rule requires not any majority

but a constitutional majority. A coalition that can elect 218 members of the House

of Representatives, 51 Senators, and 270 presidential electors (and do it long

enough to appoint 5 justices to the Supreme Court) can call itself the people, and

nothing can stop it from legislating as it pleases.

The social movements that Deva Woodly argues should be more central in

democratic theory are not quite the same as the constitutional majority. The

constitutional majority is a movement of social movements, a diverse, cacophonous

group of groups that contains within it conflicting interests and views. It is a

coalition, not a unified group. It is put together by political people – ambitious

partisans – and does not exist on its own, prior to the political process that creates

it. It has more in common with the much-maligned interest group liberalism that
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characterized the old ‘catch-all’ ideologically indistinct parties than with the image

of an ideologically ‘unified people’ that (as Suzanne Dovi shows) marks today’s

‘name-brand populism.’ By building this kind of coalition, parties and partisans

make the Constitution work. Matt Grossman and David Hopkins argue in

Asymmetric Politics that the Republican Party is an ideological party while the

Democratic Party remains a broad coalition of interest groups that often disagree

with each other. Yet as the Republican Party has come to be dominated by

conservatives, the Democratic Party has necessarily become more uniformly

liberal. And the bottom line is that neither party can form a durable governing

coalition. Neither the ideologues nor the demagogues can hear the constitution

whisper, ‘you can rule… if you come together.’

Against the combined force of demagoguery married to ideology, the moder-

ating, temporizing political approach to politics is lost, and along with it the

political virtues like compromise. In an age of ideologues and demagogues,

compromise is mocked and vilified and used to ‘primary’ good legislators out of

office. Take the Farm Bill, an omnibus law that packages an array of agricultural

and nutrition programs. Although the bill is unified by the theme of ‘food’ – its

production and consumption – there is no principle that would bring together a

coalition of rural interests who like agricultural subsidies and urban interests who

support food provision for the poor. The Farm Bill follows a political logic, not a

philosophic or moral logic. It is what it is because of the coalition it puts together.

No one gets everything they want, but everyone gets something and it passes

because something is better than nothing. At least it used to pass. The bill failed in

the House in 2013, the last time it was considered, as Tea Party purists opposed to

the Supplemental Nutritional Assistance Program (food stamps) voted against it.

Although it was patched back together and passed in 2014, the principled approach

to politics is making ordinary legislation increasingly vexing.

Our politics today cannot craft compromises like the Farm Bill. Even partisan

legislation is difficult to pass, as the Republican Party demonstrated when, after

having campaigned against the Affordable Care Act for seven straight years, it was

unable to overturn the policy when it had full control of the government in 2016.

Occasionally, one party can pass something important, over the unified objections

of the opposition (the Affordable Care Act of 2010, the Republican Tax Reform of

2017). But neither party can do better than break even at election time, and as a

result, neither can solidify its achievements. Few have confidence that the formal

institutions of government can be used to solve public problems. Our constitution is

broken because somewhere along the line we decided that political people –

partisans and parties – were low and venal… instead of appreciating how they

listen to and accept the invitation of the Constitution and by doing so, make the

Constitution work.

We need to recover the lost logic of the politics, at least if we are to have any

hope of building a broad and durable coalition and make the constitution work –
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and in the process, overwhelm divisive ideologues and the hateful sirens of

demagogues. The logic we are losing hold of is the logic of constitutional

democracy. It is the logic that says even when you are certain you are right, you

need to need to stand with a large and lasting, broad and inclusive coalition if you

are going to rule legitimately. We the people does not come as a ready-made group;

it needs to be assembled through giving and taking, talking and listening, cajoling

and horse-trading, inspiring and following: the we in we the people is not already

there, waiting to rule. It is made and sustained through politics. It falls to political

science – not only the lawyers, or the politicians, or the jurists, or the writers, but

principally to us, political scientists – to carry this cause. The logic of politics that

empowers people to cooperate for their mutual advantage in spite of themselves, is

our cause. It is ours explain it, to pass along a feel for it to those who for the

moment are too young to make a difference. They are young now, but not for long.

Russell Muirhead
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Notes

1 I thank Adnan El Amine, Mehdi El Amine, Fadia Hoteit, Kevin Mazur and Jennifer Rubenstein for

comments on an earlier draft of this essay. I also thank Justin Weinberg for posting some of the ideas

expressed here as a guest contribution in DailyNous (http://dailynous.com/2016/12/05/hoping-hope-

perspective-us-elections-periphery-guest-post-loubna-el-amine/).

2 See Erin Pineda’s essay in this Critical Exchange.

3 Some political theorists have recently combined an empirical and normative approach to non-

Western countries; see for example Angle (2005), Benhabib (2002), Bell (2015), Kirshner (2014),

and Sagar (2016).

4 Notable exceptions here include Beltran (2010), Hooker (2005), Kymlicka and Opalski (2002),

Kymlicka and Pföstl (2014), Kymlicka and He (2005), and Levy (2000).

5 See, for example, Winant (2015).
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