
1 

 

The Trump Movement  

Many people were shocked as well as disturbed by the 2016 election results. Having written the 

rest of this book, I was disturbed, but not shocked. This essay, the only one drafted after the election 

of Donald Trump, spells out how the analysis of sexual politics contained in the last two essays 

can help us understand not just the 2016 election but why fascism, or neo-fascism, is a permanent 

temptation in liberal democracies.  

PART I: THE ORIGINS OF THE TRUMP MOVEMENT  

Trump leads a genuine political movement. He has captured a hold on a large group of Americans 

and has held their support despite—and in some cases, because of—behavior that would have 

discredited politicians in the past. That movement is, without any doubt, a variant of fascism. At 

the same time, it draws upon ideas that have long played a role in our politics. 

Trump’s Fascism 

That the Trump movement is a form of fascism is obvious and I won‘tdo more than simply list the 

ways in which it echoes the fascist movements of the 1930s. Like the fascists of the 1930s, 

Trumpism presents itself as a nationalist movement, one that seeks to restore our nation by calling 

on us to “Put America First” and “Make America Great Again.” Like the fascists of the 1930s, 

Trumpism raises up the common people against the elites who are said to have betrayed our 

traditional ideals. Like the fascists of the 1930s, Trumpism blames minority groups and foreign 

influences for undermining those ideals and for benefiting themselves at the expense of the 

common people. Like the fascists of the 1930s, Trumpism seeks to rally people behind a strong 

leader who pledges to overcome the divisions and corruption of the politicians even if that means—

or especially if that means—breaking with long established political practice and constitutional 

norms. Like the fascists of the 1930s Trumpism is led by a demagogue who rallies his supporters 

with naked emotional appeals to their anger and resentment at others. And like the fascists of the 

1930s, Trumpism’s leader is ridiculed by those who oppose him for his vulgarity and buffoonery 

and those very same qualities establish him among his supporters as an authentic and honest leader 

of the people.  

As I write in early 2020, it’s certainly true that Trump’s fascism has not yet done the damage or 

created the horror of fascist movements of the 1930s. American political institutions, which were 

designed in part to stand up to demagogic aspiring dictators, have worked to limit what Trump 

could do. But we have seen the Senate fail to remove Trump after the House impeached him for 

abusing the power of his office and rejecting the attempt of Congress to investigate that abuse. 

And we do not yet know what would be the consequence if Trump refuses to leave office after an 

election defeat in 2020, or is reelected again. So we cannot say for certain that Trump’s fascism 

will not ultimately cause the degree of misery that his predecessors did. At any rate, between his 

war on immigrants both documented and undocumented;  his tacit encouragement of armed attacks 

on immigrants, Jews, and people of color; his undermining of NATO and our intelligence services 

at the behest of Putin; his recent encouragement of a Turkish attack on the Kurds of Syria; and his 

corrupt effort to for Ukraine to investigate Joe Biden, Trump has done more than enough. That he 
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has not yet created misery on the scale of his predecessors does not change the fundamental 

character of a movement that is clearly fascist in nature. 

Two kinds of explanations for the rise of the Trump movement—and of similar movements in 

Europe—have been put forward since the 2016 election. There is something right and wrong about 

each of them. But they are both incomplete and I hope to provide a deeper account that subsumes 

them both. 

The Economic Distress Explanation  

The first explanation is the displacement of economic distress thesis. It is put forward by many 

theorists of the fascism of the 1930s, by the contemporary American political commentator Tom 

Frank, and by Bernie Sanders in his two presidential campaign.1 It holds that economic distress—

the mass unemployment of the Great Depression, one the one hand, and the steep decline in well-

paid working class jobs in manufacturing and the general stagnation of working class and middle 

class wages in the last few decades, on the other—has led people to seek a scapegoat that they can 

blame and a strong man who can reverse it and return the country to growth and greatness. 

Unscrupulous political leaders on the right, seeking seek to divert people from explanations and 

solutions that challenge the corporate elite whose agenda is actually responsible for economic 

decline, blame those problems on the weakness of their political opponents in the face of the 

supposedly malign influence of foreign and domestic enemies. And they put forward a strong man 

to challenge them and return our country to stability and greatness.  

On this view, fascist politics is an extreme form of a common right-wing politics found in many if 

not most liberal democracies and certainly in America at least since the 1830s. Because right-wing 

political parties embrace economic policies that benefit big business at the expenses of the working 

class and small business, they must seek the votes of those groups by introducing or heightening 

another dimension of political conflict in our country. That is, they seek to divide the natural 

supporters of left-wing parties on economic issues by appealing to issues that divide them. They 

stand for traditional religious practices. They stand against immigration and ethnic and / or racial 

minorities that seek to rise up after long histories of discrimination or oppression. When disorder 

of any kind arises—whether from left wing or labor agitation or crime or ethno-national disputes 

or foreign aggression—right-wing parties call for strong, and sometimes violent responses to them.  

On this reading, the Trump movement is not different in kind from Richard Nixon’s appeal to the 

“silent majority” to support the Vietnam War, his war on crime and drugs, and his Southern 

Strategy of opposition to school busing and affirmative action. Nor is it different from Ronald 

Reagan’s appeal to the “moral majority” through his embrace of many of those same policies well 

as the anti-abortion movement. Trump, on this view, is following in well-worn territory, using 

appeals to traditional morality, law and order, and racism as well as other kinds of bigotry divide 

working people from one another, pitting whites against blacks and, men against women, and 

natives against immigrants order to convince people to vote against their own economic interests.  

Where the Trump movement differs is that it is much more explicitly racist and as well 

authoritarian than either the Nixon or Reagan campaigns or presidencies. Nixon and Reagan used 

 

1 Tom Frank, What’s the Matter with Kansas and Listen Liberal.  
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dogwhistles—themes that were not explicitly racist but left no doubt that they stood in opposition 

to the aspirations of black people—to appeal to the racism of their supporters. Trump is much more 

explicit in his ethnic and racial attacks on Muslims and Mexicans and his dog whistles point not 

just to everyday racism but to the neo-Nazi movements and white supremacist movements from 

which Nixon and Reagan carefully kept their distance. He has gone far beyond them in personally 

attacking, in racist terms, members of Congress. Like Nixon and Reagan, Trump promised a 

revival of America and his dour demeanor was reminiscent of Nixon at his most dark. But Trump’s 

warning of an America in severe decline was utterly unlike the optimism of Nixon’s 1972 

presidential campaigns and radically different from Reagan’s sunny assurance that America would 

be fine with just a change in government. One can’t imagine Trumps American Carnaage inaugural 

address—which George W. Bush labled, “some weird shit”—coming out of the mouths of Nixon 

and Reagan at their most dark and vile. Trump’s authoritarian streak, and explicit willingness to 

use questionable means—torture and extreme police tactics—is far more explicit than Republican 

calls for law and order. Nixon and Reagan promised a strong presidency, but they were careful not 

to publicly challenge the Constitution and rule of law in the way that Trump has done (although 

the Watergate and Iran-Contra affairs both displayed a willingness to challenge the rule of law 

secretly).  

While the Trump movement is much more explicitly racist and as well authoritarian than either 

the Nixon or Reagan campaigns it shares the same social base and same motivations. Working 

people and small businesspeople vote for both moderate and extreme right-wing parties because 

those parties link an appeal to traditionalism, law and order, and racism to an explanation of 

economic distress. They blame high taxes for economic distress and say that those taxes are high 

because of government programs designed to benefit the undeserving, whether racial and ethnic 

minorities at home or citizens of other countries abroad. They claim that our economy is faltering 

because we have no respect for the traditional bourgeois ideals of self-restraint, hard work, and 

respect for others and that the loss of those virtues is a product of the anti-bourgeois ideals 

encouraged by the liberals who benefit economically because they staff the programs that keep 

people of color dependent on the government.  

The economic distress explanation of the Trump movement says that right-wing politicians 

opportunistically play on the economic difficulties of people who, if only they saw their own self-

interest correctly, would reject right-wing economic demands to cut taxes and spending and to 

uphold traditional ideas and embrace left-wing alternatives. Writers like Tom Frank who use this 

explanation to tell us what’s the matter with Kansas claim that Democrats would triumph if we 

would put aside—or at least downplay—the “identity politics” that leads them to embrace the 

causes of women or minorities and instead present—and in office act on—an economic agenda 

that clearly helps working people and small business people. (While this idea is associated today 

with the Bernie Sanders campaign, it is ironic that Bill Clinton’s campaign, with its claim that “it’s 

the economy, stupid” and its effort to distance itself from Jesse Jackson, embraced this approach 

long before Bernie Sanders did.)  

Problems with the Economic Distress Theory 

The economic distress theory is not entirely wrong. But it clearly has both empirical and theoretical 

shortcomings. Trump did do better among people without a college degree than those with a 

college degree—and that is how political scientists have recently come to identify “working class” 
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voters. But many people without a college degree are neither economically distressed nor actually 

members of the working class. There is some but not a complete correlation between education 

and income. Those without a college degree include many owners of small and medium size 

business as well as many highly skilled working people. Both groups not only have incomes at the 

middle or above but those with higher incomes in this group seem to have voted for Trump at 

higher rates than those with lower incomes. It is true that skilled workers in the rust belt who had 

lost both jobs and their relatively high incomes were more likely than many other citizens to vote 

for Trump. And it appears that other people in those distressed communities voted for Trump as 

well. But they make up only a fraction of the non-college educated support for Trump. The truly 

distressed workers in America voted for the Democrat as they had always done: White non-college 

education working people with incomes in the bottom 30% voted heavily for Clinton. 

Moreover, many Trump supporters and their parents had been voting for Republicans for some 

time. The elections of 1968 and 1972 were held at a time when working class wages were high 

and unemployment was low. And yet many of the more prosperous non-college educated white 

Americans, especially in the South voted Republican in those years. Even more did so in 2000.  

The percentage of non-college educated white voters who voted for Trump did rise in 2016. Some 

of them came from the distressed rust belt communities mentioned above but many others did not. 

Study after study by political scientists who have looked in depth at why they voted for Trump 

have found that racial and sexual attitudes are far more closely associated with voting for Trump 

than any measure of economic distress. Brian F. Schaffner and his colleagues found, for example, 

that very little of the gap between the vote of college-educated and non-college educated whites 

for Trump can be explained by “economic difficulties faced by less educated whites” while 

“Attitudes on race and gender were powerful forces in structuring the 2016 presidential vote even 

after controlling for partisanship an ideology.”2 Similarly, Michael Tesler, John Sides, and Lynn 

Vavreck, using different sources of evidence and methods concluded that "Voters' attitudes on 

racial issues accounted for the 'diploma divide' between less and better educated 

whites…."Economic anxiety did not."3  

That some of the Trump voters had previously voted for Obama does not refute the claim that 

racism and sexism were the major factors that led many less educated white people to vote for 

Trump. For one thing, it seems that a majority of the Obama-Trump voters were not inclined to 

vote for Democrats to begin with. They did not identify as Democrats and did not vote for 

Democrats down ballot in 2016. Most likely they voted for Obama because of the economic crisis 

in 2008 and voted for him again in 2012 because Obama had relieved that crisis. (Political 

scientists have known for year that a large, if shrinking part of the electorate votes not on the basis 

of party or ideology but on whether the times are good or bad.4) Meanwhile the controversies about 

 

2 Brian F. Schaffner, Matthew C. McWilliams, and Tatishe Ntetta, Understanding White Polarization in the 2016 Vote 

for President: The Sobering Role of Racism and Sexism, Political Science Quarterly, Volume 133, Number 1, 2018. 

3 Michael Tesler, John Sides, and Lynn Vavreck, The 2016 Presidential Campaign and the Battle for the Meaning of 
America (Princeton University Press, 2019).  
 

4 V.O. Key, The Responsible Electorate 
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the murder of Black people by the police during Obama’s term, and the rise of Black Lives Matter 

in response to them—and, no doubt the very election of Obama—created the conditions under 

which explicitly racist appeals could become more effective.  

A number of studies by political scientists have shown that views of public policy became 

increasingly shaped by racial attitudes during the Obama administration.5 And many of the policies 

that Obama supported were rejected by less educated whites even when they benefitted from those 

policies. The ACA, for example, was criticized by whites who believed that it and other such 

policies allow undeserving groups to get ahead even while they were falling behind.6  

The nomination of Hillary Clinton, of course, made sex and gender issues more prominent in 2016. 

And then Trump made race and sex, as well as immigration, central to his campaign. A study based 

on national polls concludes that it was “racial and immigration issues…not economics that explain 

Obama-Trump switchers while an analysis of county by county voting in Iowa concludes that 

“rurality and social identity, but not economic distress, were significantly correlated with Iowa’s 

swing to Trump.”7 

So it is clear that that the impact of racism, sexism and xenophobia was far more important than 

economic decline in accounting for the increasing share of non-college educated voters supporting 

Republicans in 2016. And other evidence suggest that race has played a major role in the increasing 

inclination of non-college educated Americans, especially in the South, to vote Republican since 

1968.8  

Once we look closely at the evidence that racial and gender division, far more than economic 

distress explains the vote for Trump in 2016, something else should strike us. The whole economic 

distress theory takes for granted something that needs to be explained, that appeals to racism, 

sexism, and traditional religious values motivate people and can be used to provide an explanation 

for economic distress. Wouldn’t it make as much—or actually far more—sense for white working-

class people to blame corporations and the very rich for their economic distress than the advance 

 

5 Kristjen B. Lundberg, B. Keith Payne, Josh Pasek and Jon A. Krosnick, “Racial Attitudes Predicted Changes in 

Ostensibly Race-Neutral Political Attitudes Under the Obama Administration,”  Political Psychology, Vol. 38, No. 2, 

2017 

6 Identity Crisis: The 2016 Presidential Campaign and the Battle for the Meaning of America, Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2018. Tesler’s earlier research has shown that racial attitudes have a dramatic effect on how 

Americans view the Affordable Care Act. That a black president put forward the policy appears to be the main reason 

that “the racial divide in health care opinions was 20 percentage points greater in 2009-10 than it was over Clinton’s 

plan back in 1993-1994.” Michael Tesler, The Spillover of Racialization into Health Care: How President Obama 

Polarized Public Opinion by Racial Attitudes and Race, American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 56, No. 3, July 
2012, Pp. 690–704 

7 Tyler T. Reny, Loren Collingwood, and Ali Valenzueala, Vote Switching in the 2016 Election: How Racial and 

Immigration Attitudes, Not Economics, Explain Shifts in White Voting. Public Opinion Quarterly, Volume 83, Issue 

1, 21 May 2019, Pages 91–113, https://doi.org/10.1093/poq/nfz011 and Ann M. Oberhauser, Daniel Krier, and Abdi 

M. Kusao, Political Moderation and Polarization in the Heartland: Economics, Rurality, and Social Identity in the 

2016 U.S. Presidential Election, The Sciological Quarterly, Volume 60, Issue 2, 2019.  

8 Larry Bartels, What’s the Matter with What’s the Matter with Kansas, Quarterly Journal of Political Science, 

Quarterly Journal of Political Science: Vol. 1: No. 2, pp 201-226.  

https://doi.org/10.1093/poq/nfz011
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of women and blacks? Defenders of the Frank-Sanders thesis say that Democrats have failed to 

make that case. And one can complain with some justification that Hillary Clinton did not make a 

strong appeal to the economic interests of working-class voters. Yet Hubert Humphrey and George 

McGovern did so and so did Al Gore. And to one degree or another so have most Democratic 

candidates for president, senate and representative since 1968. Yet white working-class voters 

(defined as those who lack a college degree) have been increasingly voting for Republicans for 58 

years now.  

The Race and Gender Theory 

The deeper explanation is so obvious that we tend to disregard it although the survey evidence I 

mentioned very much points to it: Racist and sexist sentiments are highly correlated with voting 

for Trump in 2016. And they are far more highly correlated with voting for Trump than either 

individual economic distress or concern about the economy as a whole. Trump appealed to racism 

and sexism and opposition to immigration far more explicitly than candidates in the past. But this 

phenomenon is not at all new. Republicans have been using “dog whistle” appeals to racism and 

sexism for many years because they work politically.  At least at the surface, it appear that 

controversies over race and gender not economic distress—which was not an issue in 1968 and 

1972—are the main reason that Democrats have seen from white non-college educated white 

voters decline for a long time, that is, since 1968.  

Why do those appeals work, and work so effectively that, as Tom Frank, frequently points out, 

they lead many of our citizens to vote against their own economic self-interest? We are so used to 

living in a political community in which racist and sexist political appeals motivate some voters 

that we take this for granted. But the continuing power of racism and sexism and xenophobia needs 

an explanation. We also need to understand why some white people find it easy to scapegoat 

minorities, women, and foreigners and others do not. The initial answer proposed by most analysts 

is that racism is less likely to motivate voters who have a college education than those who do not. 

But this answer is surely incomplete. For one thing, support for Trump is far lower among the 

Americans with the lowest incomes, even among white voters. And, for another, college educate 

peopled are not, and have not in the past, been free of racism. Perhaps a contemporary college 

education does encourage tolerance for others. We have some evidence of that. Yet the history of 

racism and sexism among educated people and in elite colleges in America suggests that college 

education is not the whole story. (And we should not overlook the possibility that what a college 

education mainly teaches people is what kind of things not to say in polite company as opposed to 

what not to do in the privacy of the voting booth.) So we need to look deeper to understand why 

some people are more likely to be motivated politically by racism and sexism than others. 

And, then if we are to really understand the power of Trumpism, we also have to explain why the 

power of these “social” or “cultural” issues wax and wane. Why was Trump so successful in 

mobilizing non-college educated voters with an appeal to racism and sexism? Is it just a matter of 

economic distress leading to outbreaks of voting on the basis of race and gender and traditional 

ideals? Or is something else going on? Answering all these questions is important to understanding 

what has been happening in American politics for the last fifty years as well as to understanding 

the disaster of 2016.  But it also important to answer these questions if we hope to transcend the 

racism and sexism that has too often shaped our politics and that gave us Donald Trump. 
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So we must look more deeply at the notion that the Trump victory is a product of the deeply 

embedded racism and sexism of our country. 

To see that there is something right about this claim we must recognize that racism and sexism are 

not simply “attitudes” that can be manufactured by political leaders seeking to distract voters from 

economic distress or to displace that distress from corporate executives to the fear of the 

advancement of black and brown people or women. Racism and sexism are not merely opinions 

or ideas that float above our everyday lives. They are deeply embedded in how we live our lives 

and in our everyday practices. Structural racism can be seen in the different jobs that Black people 

and white people hold; in who black and white people live among; in how white people talk to and 

engage with Black people; in the differential resources available to black and white families; and 

in the barriers to participation in economic and political faced by black people. Structural sexism 

can be seen in the distribution of jobs and resources held by men and women; in the barriers to 

participation in economic and political life faced by women; in how the opinions and ideas of 

women are ignored and then often stolen by women and how they are passed up for promotions 

they deserve; in the distribution of unpaid housework and child care between men and women; in 

the sexual harassment and violence faced by women as well as in the far greater dissatisfaction 

with their sex lives expressed by women than men.  

When one looks at all these features of structural racism and sexism it becomes clear that white 

men benefit from them a great deal. And if that is true, how can we be surprised that many of 

them—and their wives who depend on them economically—oppose anti-racist and feminist 

movements? It does not help to point out that, in the long run, all of us would benefit from a 

political community that had overcome patriarchy and racism because the talents and abilities of 

so many people of color and women could contribute to our economic and cultural lives. Believing 

that takes a long-term perspective and a willingness on the part of white men to imagine the 

advantages of a very different kind of world than the one they live in today. And it certainly does 

not help to say that men who could get more in touch with their emotional lives and free themselves 

from the burdens of living up to the stoic masculine ideal would find the benefits of building deep 

friendships and love far outweigh the loss of material advantages. These are the kind of leaps in 

character and faith few human beings are capable of making.  

It is true that American racism was created by political representatives of the capitalist / planter 

elite seeking to advance their own interests by dividing working people. And to do so, they had to 

invent ideas of racial superiority and inferiority to justify slavery at a time when that ancient and 

traditional practice was increasingly put to question by new ideas about human equality and human 

rights. Similarly, we can trace the origins of patriarchy back to the different roles in the hunter-

gatherer economy, roles that were further divided with the invention of agriculture and the state. 

But locating the sources of racism and sexism in class struggle does not show that they remain 

merely the product of class struggle. The processes by which racism was created started hundreds 

of years ago and it has taken deep root in racist institutions and practices that shape our lives in 

deep and profound ways. The result is that recognizing the continuing impact of structural racism, 

let alone deciding to help uproot it, is enormously difficult for white people. Much the same is true 

of patriarchy for men which, of course, has been part of human life for far longer than 400 years.  

Stop and think about how deeply ingrained racism and sexism are in our lives and one quickly 

recognizes that is absurd to say, as Tom Frank and Bernie Sanders do, that racism and sexism are 

important politically because Republican politicians are trying to distract from economic 
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inequality or that they get away with it because Democratic politicians are not bold enough in 

challenging economic inequality. That’s true. Republicans are always trying to distract from 

economic inequality and always trying to divide working people by invoking racial and gender 

conflict. Nor is it enough to say that Democrats have not challenged economic inequality as 

strongly as they should since the share of professional and managers who vote for Democrats grew 

in the sixties and seventies. (Up until a few years ago, my standard explanation of the failure of 

Democrats to win elections in the 1990s was that “people like me are too influential in the party.”) 

But the Republican strategy of diversion only works because it can take advantage, and reinforce, 

the deeply based racism and sexism in our everyday lives.  

Or to put the point another way, the Sanders-Frank thesis is good vulgar Marxism but lousy 

historical materialism. Structural racism and sexism are part of the base not the superstructure of 

our politico-economic lives.  

Market Economies, Anxiety, and Racism and Sexism  

Yet, recognizing that Trump’s appeal to racism and sexism is effective because of deeply 

embedded structural racism and sexism still leaves us with an important question to answer: what 

accounts for the variations in both the political appeal of race and gender in our politics and in 

which groups are people are most susceptible to it. Why is it that Trump’s vulgar racism and sexism 

found a broad following in 2016 when Wallace’s similar appeals were found a much narrower 

audience in 1968? And, if the interests of white men are actually threatened by the rise of Black 

people and women, why do some white men support those aspirations while others oppose them? 

In answering these questions, the analysis of the last two chapters can be helpful. We saw in “The 

Modern Transformation of Asceticism” that modernity in general, and capitalism in particular, 

creates three new forms of anxiety in the rising middle class: about whether one will be successful 

in the market; about living among people one does not know well and who, as modern communities 

become more diverse, include people who are markedly different in class, culture, ethno-

nationality or race; and about passing the beliefs, habits of mind, and especially those of self-

control that are necessary to success in the market, down to one’s children.9 With the rise of 

 

9 The phenomenon which I discuss here are mainly found in the middle classes, those for whom capitalism creates 

opportunities and thus the possibility of success and failure. Capitalism creates another kind of travail for those, 

starting with the serfs and peasants displaced from their land by enclosures and similar phenomenon, who fell into A 

working class that, to use Marx’s term, became increasingly immiserated until the 20th century. As Ellen Meiskins 

Wood pointed out in The Origin of Capitalism, (Monthly Review Press, 1999), one source of the new productivity of 

capitalism was the extraordinary increase in the time men and women had to spend at work in order to survive. 

Capitalism demands disciplined and hard-working men and women. Discipline on some people is imposed by 

capitalist themselves who take advantage of their ability to exclude working people from the means of production to 

ratchet up the time and difficulty of work. Discipline on others, and especially the the middle class, is also self-imposed 

because middle class people are anxious about their ability to succeed in the marketplace.  And finally discipline is 

imposed by the state that responds to political challenges to the rule of capitalists and the anxiety generated by growing 

diversity of peoples and ideas by imposing new strictures on people  from the “modern” criminal justice system to an 

educational system designed to produce compliant citizens and workers to a medical, and especially psychiatric, 

establishment that seeks to define and enforce normal behavior. (I chose these last examples in part to show 

Foucauldian explorations of the disciplinary character of the modern state is not a product of “discourse” so much as 

a response economic and demographic developments in modernity.)  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Origin_of_Capitalism
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modernity, enormous opportunities are created for individuals to advance themselves as no one 

has a fixed place in their political community. But, at the same, that opportunity creates enormous 

anxiety about getting ahead and falling behind, about the growing diversity of the communities in 

which we live, and about enabling one’s children to do well.  

Market, Anxiety, Asceticism and Patriarchy 

A common reaction to anxiety about one’s capacity to succeed in the market is to adopt religious 

and quasi-religious practices and beliefs that involve self-control and self-denial, with the aim of 

disciplining oneself to succeed. We saw in “The Modern Transformation of Asceticism” that what 

we think of as “traditional” ideas about sexuality were a product of modernity and the rise of the 

market economies. People, especially those in the nascent middle class who had some opportunity 

to advance but little security, adopted ideas about the importance of controlling sexuality that help 

them develop the characteristics that make for success in a market economy and that also reassure 

them that they will succeed. That is how asceticism, and not just about sexuality, becomes an 

aspiration of the middle class generally rather than of a few members of the upper and lower classes 

as it was in pre-modern life. And it is how the presumed limited sexual desires of women—another 

reversal from pre-modern thought—comes to play a major role in a “sexual economy” that seeks 

to harness male desire to the family by denying men easy access to sexual satisfaction outside of 

marriage. Patriarchy, of course, is found in the ancien regime. But in the modern world it takes a 

new bourgeois form that far more intensely circumscribes the role of women in economic and 

sexual life than was the case in the old order. 

I follow Michael Walzer in seeing this dynamic as the source of not just Puritanism but more 

broadly bourgeois ideologies of self-control and what we now call traditional sexual morality.10 

This is not just a right-wing nor a traditional religious phenomenon. As Walzer pointed out in other 

work, both Jacobins and Bolsheviks, movements that grew up as a response to anxiety-generating 

turmoil shared the Puritan emphasis on rigid self-control.11 And the phenomenon continues today 

on both left and right. That’s obvious when we look at the religious right. But it’s also found today 

among those who lean left and respond to anxiety by embracing strict diets, or medical regimes, 

or physical practices such as Yoga, with not just passion but rigidity.   

Market Anxiety and Intolerance of the Other  

Modernity also creates diverse political communities and the mixing of peoples with different 

beliefs and ideals, especially religious or quasi-religious ones. And while, in liberal regimes, the 

protection of civil liberties is designed to, and to some extent succeeds, in making it possible for 

people with different beliefs and ideals to live together, in practice diversity creates anxieties that 

build on those created by the market itself. Market competition and the inclination of human beings 

who are anxious about their circumstances to help those like themselves and fear those who are 

different is only part of the problem. The deeper issue is that all of us, whether we are right-wing 

 

10 The Revolution of the Saints: A Study in the Origins of Radical Politics (Harvard University Press, 1965) 

11 “A Theory of Revolution,” Marxist Perspectives, 2 no. 1 (Spring 1979): 30-44. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harvard_University_Press
https://www.sss.ias.edu/files/pdfs/Walzer/TheoryRevolution.pdf
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religious traditionalists or left-wing supporters of the LGBTQ community, want others to embrace 

the beliefs and ideals that define our lives. And we can’t define ourselves and elevate our own 

ideals without drawing distinctions and diminishing the ideals of others.  Partly that’s because the 

shaky self-esteem generated by our anxiety about succeeding—or at least not failing—in the 

marketplace encourages to seek the affirmation of others, about whether we have chosen the right 

path in life and about whether we can succeed. The struggles that members of minority groups, 

unpopular religions, and those with non-traditional sexual orientations sometimes have in 

accepting themselves and rejecting the negative stereotypes of others, show just how important the 

affirmation of others is to self-affirmation. And it should help us understand why those who oppose 

the breakdown of those stereotypes themselves feel that their identity is challenged. Negative 

stereotypes of minorities—as well as the far less dangers ones that minority groups hold of the 

majority—are an almost inevitable product of diversity itself. In an ideal world each group could 

distinguish and affirm itself without putting down others. And that is certainly the world those of 

us who seek genuine tolerance and equality seek. But in the real world of limited resources and 

competition, in which individuals and groups struggle for success and thus affirmation, and some 

are ahead and others far behind, this rarely happens.  

These conflicts are particularly pernicious when a relatively well-off majority puts down far less 

well-off minorities, especially with negative stereotypes typically associated with the lack of self-

discipline and self-control that is so important in market economies. The demand for rigid self-

control and sexual self-repression is a product of modernity. And that set of ideas help generate 

white supremacist slanders against minority groups who are said to not live up to that standard. 

People of color are still today thought by racists to be lazy or voraciously sexual or far more likely 

to be criminals. Those stereotypical accusations, however, have a long history as they were made 

by Protestant Americans against Irish, Italian and Polish Catholics as well as Jewish immigrants.  

The struggle of groups for affirmation can turn nasty in multiple ways, especially when those 

groups are not economic equals. That it does turn nasty is, of course, because the affirmation of 

others is not just about self-affirmation but about avoiding discrimination of various kinds. Civil 

liberties do not protect us from the many ways in which the support or condemnation of others can 

aid or stifle our lives. People of color, religious minorities, members of the LGBTQ community 

and many others know from bitter experience that even when rules are formally fair, stereotypes 

and prejudices kept alive by public and private condemnation stands in the way of their 

achievement and success. That’s why they fight not just for formal equality and against prejudiced 

speech, but for positive affirmations for people like themselves and for positive representation in 

public and private positions especially the arenas of education, news, and entertainment media. 

It’s also why using the proper way of speaking about ethnic and religious minorities as well as 

those with non-traditional sexual identities and orientations is, rightly, so important to us on the 

left. But it’s also why those with traditional religious and sexual views are threatened by and push 

back against those efforts.  

If one truly believes, say, that certain conservative religious ideas or traditional marriage is part 

and parcel of a life most likely to lead to success in this (and for some people, more importantly, 

in  the next) life, then the real or imagined militancy of those who assert another view is going to 

be threatening. It doesn’t matter whether that alternatives to traditional views welcome pluralism 

and encourage tolerance of a diversity of approaches to life. Those who have long been in the 

unquestioned majority cannot help but believe that their own commitment to their way of life is 

being questioned by alternatives to it. And more importantly, they can’t help but being concerned 



11 

 

about the well-being of their children whose adherence to traditional views is more doubtful when 

that traditional view is not the only one on offer. The notion that the “homosexuals are trying to 

convert our children” or that “Black people want to marry your children” is false and, indeed, 

hysterical. But the hysteria reflects an important truth: the likelihood that one’s children will be in 

an interracial relationship or be openly homosexual in a world in which Black people and 

homosexuals are respected is, in fact, far higher. And that is exactly what those who fight against 

racism and for respect for members of the LGBTQ community want.  

And since my point is likely to be misinterpreted let me be clear, I am not asserting a moral 

equivalence between those who fight for and against respecting people of color and members of 

the LGBTQ community. I’m a partisan on behalf of those groups. My point is to explain why these 

struggles are sometimes called the “culture war.” Those who stand against welcoming diversity 

and expanding tolerance for all will lose something they care about when they lose that war. They 

should lose it and every other skirmish in culture war. And that they will lose something is true 

even if our whole political community, including those who will lose something, gain far more 

when we create a truly tolerant, diverse community that can take not only advantage of the talents 

and energies of all people but also benefit from the stimulus to thought and creativity—the frisson 

that makes for creativity—that arises when people with diverse cultural traditions and sensibilities 

mix. But that eventual result is neither seen nor appreciated by groups who try to stand athwart 

history shouting, “stop!” Pain based in prejudice, is still real. 

We saw in “The Modern Transformation of Asceticism” that individuals, and political 

communities as a whole, respond to the anxiety created by the marketplace and growing diversity 

by means of self-repression and communal repression. When the anxiety generated by economic 

uncertainty is most acute, individuals relieve it by steeling themselves, by working harder, and by 

adopting more demanding religious beliefs and especially those that require them to limit the 

satisfaction of sensual, and especially sexual, desires. And political communities respond to 

economic uncertainty as well as the fear of people different from themselves by insisting on 

political and cultural uniformity; by limiting the opportunities for minorities while demanding 

more deference from them. Both individuals and communities respond to economic uncertainty 

by heightening the power of patriarchy as men seek to enhance their well-being and self-esteem 

by seeking even greater submissiveness from women while their wives often believe that their own 

security depends upon bucking up their husbands. And they attribute all the desires, and especially 

sexual desires, they seek to repress in themselves on to the “others” whose real, and sometimes 

imagined, presence scares them.12  

Political communities under stress not only turn against internal enemies but external ones as well. 

The connection between fascism and to militarism and expansionism not an accident. The higher 

 

12 We must not ignore just how much fear is generated by politicians who prey on the anxiety generated in the modern 

world. Trump’s talk about “invasions” of immigrants and “chaos” on the US Southern border is simply not reality. 

There is no invasion and people who live on the border are mostly living their lives just as they have for years. Talk 

about borders however, is especially fear inducing because, especially in repressive communities, we all fantasize 

about the freedom of crossing a border and letting go. We attribute desires and aspirations that we question and fear 

in ourselves to those on the other side of the border, and thereby come to view those from across the border as deeply 

threatening. The “border” that Trump incessantly talks about is not just the physical border it is the border in our own 

minds between what we think we should do and what we would like to do. There is no better way to understand this 

dynamic than serious study of Orson Welles, Touch of Evil. 
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the anxiety generated by modern life—the more people see enemies in their own forbidden 

inclinations and in existence and lives of those different from themselves—the more they are likely 

to view people in other countries as threatening as well. The threat of immigration—or people who 

cannot be assimilated into our own—is an ideal fascist threat because it merges domestic and 

foreign enemies into one. That is why, in the heated imagination of Trump supporters, the “deep 

state” is always said to be alliance with some foreign power.  

Liberal oscillation: Fascism as a Victorian Moment  

We saw in the earlier essay, “Victorian and Romantic Liberalism,” that the history of the liberal 

democracies is one of oscillation between moments in which individual and collective repressions 

is enhanced and moments in which it is lifted. The latter comes in times of prosperity, like the jazz 

age or the 1960s, when positions and goods and seem secure and plentiful, economic advance is 

more likely and thus extreme self-repression is not only unnecessary but seems to stand in the way 

of individual fulfillment. The former come in times of economic uncertainty and demographic 

change, that is, when people are afraid of losing the goods they have secured because of challenges 

in the marketplace or the advance of new groups or classes of people. And those moments of 

repression are stimulated by conservative or right-wing political movements that seek to divide 

those who challenge the economic, moral, and political authority of ruling classes.  

Fascism is an extreme expression of what I called the Victorian moments in the liberal 

democracies. It arises when people become so frightened by economic anxiety or demographic 

and cultural change—as well as external threats—that they believe that the degree of individual 

and collective repression needed to restore order can only be carried out by a strong leader who 

embodies and represents the interests and virtues of the people and who is willing to go beyond 

established rules and restraints in order to restore order in the political community and defeat 

external threats.  

That is exactly how the supporters of Donald Trump see him. To those of us who oppose him, 

Trump is not only a buffoon and a fool but an embodiment of the most sexist and racist and vulgar 

side of America. He, no less that the Hitler lampooned by Charlie Chaplin’s Adenoid Hynkle, is a 

figure to be mocked and well as feared. But to his supporters, Trump’s vices are seen as virtues. 

He was elected to restore order to America, where order means a world in which the authority of 

white men is reestablished. He was elected to stand against the aspirations of people of color, of 

feminists, and of members of the LGBTQ community and to put them back in their place. And, 

most incredibly because of his own lack of piety and sexual self-restraint, Trump was elected to 

restore, and indeed to enhance the role of traditional religious and sexual propriety belief in our 

political community.  

If we understand how frequently what I called Victorian moments of repression have arisen in the 

history of the liberal capitalist democracies—and thus how the rise of fascism is by no means a 

aberration but a permanent possibility of modernity—the rise of Trump movement should not 

surprise us. The establishment of liberal political regimes points to a world without bigotry and 

inspired feminism. But the anxiety generated by market economies make ethno-national 

oppression in general and racism in particular as well as attempts to reassert patriarchy a permanent 

possibility.  
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And not only does that anxiety generated by market economies explain why these phenomena exist 

in liberal political communities, they also explain why an increase in economic and cultural anxiety 

is likely to lead to an upsurge in right-wing movements that, at times, embrace fascism. 

Sources of Anxiety in Contemporary America: Race and Gender 

If we think about the changes in America politics, society and economics in the last forty years we 

can see the sources of the anxiety that has led to the Trump movement.  

There have been, on the one hand, dramatic changes in the position of Black people and women 

as well as in our sexual practices during this time. Measured against our aspirations for a truly 

post-patriarchal, post-racist, and multi-cultural world, the transformation in America seems 

woefully incomplete. But measured against where this country was when I was born, in 1955, they 

are profound. America has changed culturally but also, as I emphasized above, in the texture of 

our everyday life as Black people and women have made genuine if insufficient advances in our 

economy and polity. The country has changed to the point that the traditional practices, including 

those of socialization, that reproduced the systematic racism and sexism that are deeply embedded 

in American life have started to break down and /or are being questioned in a deeper way, as in 

the Black Lives Matter and Me, Too movements. Older Americans, who grew up in times when 

Black people and women were far more excluded from political, social, and economic life and 

who have more traditional idea about sexuality, recognize how far we are come and thus are far 

more likely than younger people to have supported Trump. Indeed, that traditionalists recognize 

that the practices of racism and sexism have broken down, that they are losing the younger 

generation, and that America is rapidly developing a non-white majority is precisely why right-

wing political movements have become ever more explicit and extreme in defending white 

supremacy and anti-feminism. The people who support those movements fear, not without reason, 

that the changes in American are becoming irreversible. And that is why traditionalists are open 

to the leadership of rude, crude, and rule-breaking politician like Donald Trump. To the right-wing 

mind, Trump’s lack of piety, sexual self-restraint, and propriety as well as his and willingness to 

speak what they see as the truth not only explicitly but in a way that expressed their fears, anger 

and hatred, marks him as a bold leader willing to do whatever it takes to fight for their side. 

Sources of Anxiety in Contemporary America: Economics 

All these changes in the role and status of women and people of color people and in the place of 

sexuality in our lives have taken places against the background of economic transformations that 

have generated distress and anxiety among many Americans—and keep in mind that it is not 

primarily economic decline but economic uncertainty and anxiety that generates support for 

repressive and self-repressive movements. We have seen a severe decline in manufacturing jobs 

(though not manufacturing itself) due to both global competition and automation. This change, 

together with the determination of American corporations to fight unions, aided by Republican 

ascendancy over the National Labor Relations Board, has led to sharp drop in the private sector 

unionized workforce and a failure to raise the minimum wage on pace with increases in 

productivity. Automation has also reduced demand for white collar jobs especially among clerks. 

These changes, combined with growing concentration among corporations, have given employers 

greater market power over employees, holding down wages.  
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And not only have jobs become uncertain and wages stagnant, but all these and other economic 

changes have made life more uncertain and riskier. The days in which large number of people 

work for one employer for their whole lives is long gone as increasingly are the days in which 

people do one kind of work for their whole lives. Owners of small businesses as well as employees 

can find themselves in good economic times for a while and then suddenly suffer reverses, not just 

due to general economic conditions but to the rise of new global competitors or the adoption of 

new automation technologies. More and more people work in circumstances that are always 

uncertain. In the “gig” economy people are technically independent contractors but they with little 

certainty over what they do and how they are paid.  

Even among regular employees in the service sectors of the economy, steady work and regular 

work schedules are becoming uncommon. And even among better paid, regular workers, 

uncertainty has increased. As Jacob Hacker has pointed out, the replacement of defined benefit by 

defined contribution pensions as well as the greater share of health care costs paid by employees 

rather than employers has shifted a great deal of risk from businesses to those who work for them.   

So, at the end we come back to the idea that economic circumstances do play a major role the rise 

of Trumpism and similar movements around the world. Throughout modern Western history 

periods of repression and self-repression, what I call the Victorian moments, have arisen in large 

part because of demographic and cultural changes. But they have become even more energized 

when economic uncertainty and anxiety generates the demand for self-repression and repression 

of others, especially those who are foreign or different or other.  

These Victorian moments, and the outbreaks of Fascism as well, have been more likely to be 

supported by those most affected by an upsurge in economic anxiety. And that typically has been 

those in the middle. The rich and the educated professional and managerial classes are usually 

protected from the worse economic anxiety. Even today, when professional and managerial work 

is increasingly uncertain and risky, many people in this class are protected by their educational 

attainments and work history and, often, because they are members of families with two highly 

educated workers. And while a higher education is not a complete antidote to racism and sexism—

and as I pointed out, may just train people to tow the accepted line among their peers—there is 

some evidence that higher education does encourage people to be more tolerant of others and to 

embrace feminist and anti-racist views.  

At the other extreme, among unskilled working people and especially those who have been held 

back by structural racism and sexism, economic anxiety never went away. Even at the height of 

economic equality and growing prosperity in America, working people and especially Black and 

Latino people and single women, who were limited to the secondary economy, always lived lives 

of not just economic uncertainty but continual economic distress. At the same time, they were 

heavily dependent on the social welfare state, which though it remains inadequate, lifts tens of 

millions of people out of poverty.13 For this reason, as well as because the right holds them up to 

scorn and derision, they unlikely to reject the left.  

It is the middling groups—the members of the petit bourgeoise and small business people who are 

not as protected by economic downturns as large businesses together with the skilled workers 

whose jobs are disappearing—who are most likely to suffer from anxiety and distress in bad 

economic times and as a result of the economic transformations we have witnessed in recent 

 

13 Census Supplemental Poverty Measures  
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decades. They may not themselves be in a worse economic position than they were in the past. 

They may be doing quite well. But they see people around them, very much like themselves, whose 

economic lives have been disrupted in unaccustomed and terrifying ways. And they see the effects 

of that disruption on their main streets and business districts.  

Again, it is not economic suffering but economic anxiety and uncertainty that encourages the 

Victorian / fascist reaction. That is why the best evidence we have of the social bases of mid-20th 

century fascism and of the Trump movement suggests that their greatest appeal is to the middling 

classes.14 And it is also why there is limited evidence that individuals who are in economic distress 

or have suffered economic decline are more likely to have supported Trump. It is not so much 

economic conditions as the experience of economic anxiety that generates support for fascism, 

including Trumpism. But the expression of that anxiety—the inclination to blame it on outside 

threats—flows through the channels of hatred that are structurally embedded in any particular 

political community. In America, economic anxiety is channeled through the deeply embedded 

racism and sexism in our political community, just as it was expressed through the deeply 

embedded anti-Semitism in Germany. 

Conclusion 

The Trump movement, then, is a complicated phenomenon and any explanation of it is likely to 

be multi-sided.  

I’ve argued here that the notion that the common idea that economic distress and the failure of the 

Democratic Party to address it is not the fundamental reason that Trump found a base of support 

in the middle class and parts of the working class. This simple theory presented by theorists such 

as Tom Frank and Robert Reich and embraced by Bernie Sanders is refuted by most of the evidence 

we have about the 2016 election as well as by the historical timing of when this part of the 

Democratic base started falling away.  

Rather it was appeals to racism and sexism and the white supremacy and patriarchy that is deeply 

embedded in our society that moved working and middle class white people to vote for Trump. 

Yet white supremacy and patriarchy itself is a product of right-wing political strategies designed 

to split working people that gain their power by taking advantage of the economic uncertainty and 

anxiety generated by global capitalism.  

The question then is what is to be done? If this is the source of Trump’s support, how do we break 

it down. We know that we have no chance of changing the white supremacist and patriarchal views 

of most Americans who lean to the right. But there are ways to begin to chip away at support those 

for those views to the extent that it is possible to, over time, build a progressive movement 

committed to economic, racial and gender justice.  

I will address that in a forthcoming piece.  
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