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Introduction 

Reminiscing about George Wallace, a segregationist presidential candidate who is 

commonly characterized as a Southern populist, Bob Ingram of the Montgomery Advertiser 

said the following: “He was one of the few candidates that I, in my experience, that people 

would literally fight you over. They would, they would hit you with their fist…the feelings 

were intense.”1 Donald Trump, the current frontrunner for the Republican presidential 

nomination, elicits a similar intensity of emotional response and willingness to resort to 

physical violence among his followers. 

Both the Wallace and Trump presidential campaigns are notable for the unusual lev-

els of physical violence associated with their rallies and rhetoric. Michael Cohen describes a 

George Wallace rally at Madison Square Garden in American Maelstrom: The 1968 Election 

and the Politics of Division thus: “Outside the arena shoving matches and fistfights broke out 

repeatedly as Birchers, Nazis, and Klansmen tussled with Trotskyists, Yippies, and Black 

Power activists...Rocks and soda bottles, from both sides, pelted the cops, who were trying, 

without much success, to keep order...” This was the rule, not an exception: Ed Kilgore 

avers that “[a]ngry and bigoted taunting of reporters and demonstrators as well as fisticuffs 

between pro- and anti-Wallace forces were the norm.”2 About fifty years after Wallace’s tu-

multuous run, the same dynamic obtains for Trump. Between February 29 and March 17, 

2016, over twenty incidents of physical violence occurred at Trump rallies and over fifty 

people have been charged over activities undertaken at Trump campaign events.3 Trump’s 

name has been used at basketball games as a chant directed against Latino players,4 and he 

 
1 "George Wallace: Program Transcript." PBS. Public Broadcasting Service, 2000. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. 

<http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/wallace/filmmore/transcript/transcript1.html>. 
2 Kilgore, Ed. "The Uncanny Similarities Between Trump Rallies Today and George Wallace Rallies in ’68." New York Magazine. New 

York Media LLC, 14 Mar. 2016. Web. 1 Apr. 2016. <http://nymag.com/daily/intelligencer/2016/03/trump-rallies-parallel-68-wallace-

rallies.html>. 
3 Liebelson, Dana, and Julia Craven. "Violence and Arrests At Trump Rallies Are Way More Common Than You May Think." The 

Huffington Post. The Huffington Post, 17 Mar. 2016. Web. 1 Apr. 2016. <http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/violence-arrests-

trump_us_56e9d15be4b0b25c91846261>. 
4 Zirin, Dave. "'Trump' Has Become a Racial Taunt at High School Sporting Events." The Nation. The Nation, 07 Mar. 2016. Web. 01 

Apr. 2016. <http://www.thenation.com/article/trump-has-become-a-racial-taunt-at-high-school-sporting-events>. 
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was explicitly cited as an inspiration by the perpetrators of an August 2015 beating of a 

homeless Hispanic man.5 

What accounts for the fervid following that Wallace amassed, a coalition that Trump 

appears to be reconstituting? Why does violence have such an intimate connection to the 

two men’s campaigns? What role does violence play in their rhetoric, and what are the 

broader implications for our understanding of authoritarianism and its relationship to gen-

der and sexuality? In this paper, I’ll examine the rhetoric of and preconditions for violence 

vis-à-vis American demagogues, using George Wallace and Donald Trump as case studies, 

although I’ll focus primarily on Donald Trump. I’ll analyze a representative sampling of 

their speeches and educe politically instructive motifs and themes. I’ll also incorporate in-

sights from theorists like Barrington Moore, Lewis Coser, Pierre Bourdieu, Alexandre 

Kojève, Onora O'Neill, Robert Paul Wolff, Jan Narveson, and Michel Foucault to construct a 

theory explaining authoritarianism’s allure. What we will find is that both Trump and Wal-

lace employ themes of security, law, and order; spin narratives of national weakness and 

decline, drawing to various degrees on gender constructs to do so; and frame protesters as 

confirmation of their speeches’ content. Both have a complicated relationship to violence, 

coding it into their rhetoric through their word choices without generally advocating it ex-

plicitly. Likely explanations for their appeal include racist ideology, economic distress, and 

their followers’ sentiment that they are deprived of dignity and respect by the status quo 

and that supporting an authoritarian will allow them to remedy their grievances. 

George Wallace’s preoccupations and rhetoric 

 I have insufficient space to do a comprehensive analysis of George Wallace’s 

speeches. Moreover, only a small fraction of his speeches appear to be readily accessible. 

That being said, three closely intertwined and classically authoritarian themes emerge al-

most immediately from the texts I was able to access: law, order, and security (or safety). 

 
5 Ferrigno, Lorenzo. "Cops: Invoking Trump, 2 Men Beat up Homeless Man." CNN. Cable News Network, 21 Aug. 2015. Web. 01 

Apr. 2016. <http://www.cnn.com/2015/08/20/politics/donald-trump-immigration-boston-beating/index.html>. 
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In an October 3, 1968 speech, Wallace bemoaned what he perceived as an increas-

ingly dangerous society and the concomitant erosion of personal safety using the following 

language: “You have seen the breakdown of law and order in your own state. And accord-

ing to the decisions of the Supreme Court…if you go into the streets tonight and are at-

tacked and a policeman knocks the person in the head, he'll be let out of jail before you get 

into the hospital and then they go and try the policeman about it.”6 He reiterated this 

theme, declaring, “I can say I’m going to give the total support of the presidency to the po-

licemen and the firemen in this country, and I’m going to say, you enforce the law and you 

make it safe on the streets, and the president of the United States will stand with you. My 

election as president is going to put some backbone in the backs of some mayors and gover-

nors I know through the length and breadth of this country.” In the same address, he pro-

claimed that “[t]he American people are not going to stand by and see the security of our 

nation imperiled, and they’re not going to stand by and see this nation destroyed, I can as-

sure you that.”7 He used a vocabulary laden with charged signifiers like “law,” “safe,” and 

“security” and words with foreboding connotations like “breakdown,” “attack,” and “im-

peril,” activating listeners’ emotional connections to stability and order and fears of decay, 

dissolution, and destruction. 

He masterfully linked fears he stoked to the 1960s’ political upheaval and the left-

wing protesters who came to his speeches. His prophecy that Americans wouldn’t stand 

idly by while national security was under threat and as the country was destroyed came 

immediately on the heels of his apparently extemporaneous remark identifying “a few an-

archists, a few activists, a few militants, a few revolutionaries, and a few Communists” and 

promising them ominously that “your day, of course, is going to be over soon.”  

 
6 Worthington, Marianne. "The Campaign Rhetoric of George Wallace in the 1968 Presidential Election." The Upsilonian. Cumberland 

College Department of History and Political Science, Summer 1992. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. <https://www.ucumberlands.edu/down-

loads/academics/history/vol4/MarianneWorthington92.html>. 
7 Wallace, George C. "Speech at Madison Square Garden." American History Online. Facts On File, Inc. http://www.fofweb.com/ac-

tivelink2.asp?s 

ItemID=WE52&iPin=E14523&SingleRecord=True (accessed March 19, 2016). 
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Protesters figure prominently in Wallace’s political imagination, partly for purely 

pragmatic reasons (they regularly disrupted his rallies), but the frequency with which he 

discussed protesters and the veiled threats he repeatedly issued towards them suggest that 

they played an important symbolic role – a disruptive force, chaotic and entropic – in his 

rhetoric. He told protesters at a Madison Square Garden rally, "You better have your say 

now, I can tell you that” and warned them that “[a]fter November 5, you anarchists are 

through in this country."8 He also told protesters, “I’ll teach you some good manners,” re-

peating this pledge three times.9 On the campaign trail, he remarked, “You elect me the 

President, and I go to California or I come to Tennessee, and if a group of anarchists lay 

down in front of my automobile, it's gonna be the last one they ever gonna want to lay 

down in front of!”10 Most concretely, he promised to prosecute and arrest protesters who 

disagreed with the Vietnam War, telling an audience, “I want to tell you that when I be-

come your president, I'm going to have my Attorney General seek an indictment against 

any professor calling for Communist victory and stick him in a good jail somewhere. When 

you drag a few of these college students who are raising money for the Communists and 

put them in a good jail you'll stop that too, I can assure you.”11 With the exception of his 

commitment to imprison protesters who advocated for Vietnamese national liberation, he 

never spells out what he wants to do to protesters directly and forthrightly; for the most 

part, his threats operate circumspectly, through allusion and insinuation.  

Yet this circumspection is belied by the subtle undercurrent of violence running 

through his speech. In the excerpts I’ve adduced, he uses harsh verbs: “attack,” “knock,” 

“enforce” (literally connected to force), “teach,” “stick,” and “drag.” In the context that he 

 
8 Wooten, James T. “George Wallace at Madison Square Garden, 1968.” Originally published as “Alabamian Given Lengthy Ova-

tion,” New York Times, October 25, 1968. Cengage Learning. Houghton Mifflin Company, n.d. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. <http://college.cen-

gage.com/history/ayers_primary_sources/wallace_garden.htm>. 
9 "George Wallace: Program Transcript." PBS. Public Broadcasting Service, 2000. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. 

<http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/wallace/filmmore/transcript/transcript1.html>. 
10 Worthington, Marianne. "The Campaign Rhetoric of George Wallace in the 1968 Presidential Election." The Upsilonian. Cumber-

land College Department of History and Political Science, Summer 1992. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. <https://www.ucumber-

lands.edu/downloads/academics/history/vol4/MarianneWorthington92.html>. 
11 Wallace, George C. "Speech at Madison Square Garden." American History Online. Facts On File, Inc. http://www.fofweb.com/ac-

tivelink2.asp? 

ItemID=WE52&iPin=E14523&SingleRecord=True (accessed March 19, 2016). 
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uses “teach,” it is a corrective, disciplinary verb. Likewise, his threat to imprison pro-Vi-

etnam students and professors frames jail as a disciplinary institution that reinforces hierar-

chy and puts people in their proper place. Although Wallace doesn’t dwell too much on 

gender roles or sexuality in extant speeches, he made fun of a protester with long hair at the 

Madison Square rally by saying, "Hey there, sweetie," pausing, and then quipping, "Oh, ex-

cuse me. I thought you were a girl."12 This joke, although made in passing, is illustrative of 

an unease with the challenges that were being mounted during the 1960s against rigid gen-

der roles. Moreover, we can understand Wallace’s speeches as implicitly androcentric be-

cause of the pride of place he gives to policemen and firemen and his emphasis on “back-

bone” and order. Western civilization has traditionally associated femininity with anarchy 

and instability, and it seems reasonable to impute such beliefs to Wallace, even if he never 

explicitly mentioned them. 

From our examination of Wallace, we can derive certain tentative conclusions about 

authoritarianism as a worldview and insofar as it manifests itself rhetorically. Authoritari-

anism starts with an overarching narrative of crisis and national decline. Its normative 

schema assigns the highest value to law, order, and security/safety. Consequently, it lauds 

the police and other social institutions which uphold the status quo and perpetrate struc-

tural and symbolic violence. It frames protesters as a destabilizing, antisocial element in 

need of severe correction. The authoritarian demagogue rarely threatens protesters out-

right; instead, he menaces them through innuendo. He uses words darkly charged with a 

frisson of violence to prime his followers but is able to maintain a kind of plausible denia-

bility by never directly calling for violence. That these conclusions seem to hold true with 

Trump implies that they’re generally applicable and aren’t simply an artifact of peculiarities 

of the 1968 election or George Wallace. 

Analysis of Trump’s general rhetoric 

 
12 Wooten, James T. “George Wallace at Madison Square Garden, 1968.” Originally published as “Alabamian Given Lengthy Ova-

tion,” New York Times, October 25, 1968. Cengage Learning. Houghton Mifflin Company, n.d. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. <http://college.cen-

gage.com/history/ayers_primary_sources/wallace_garden.htm>. 



 

6 
 

Donald Trump’s speeches feature a litany of perceived threats to American society – 

among them, China, Japan, Mexico, Russia, ISIS, illegal (and legal) immigration, and inter-

nal moral corruption. He blames China, Mexico, Japan, and apparently Russia for American 

economic travails. According to his initial presidential campaign announcement, Chinese 

currency manipulation “makes it impossible for our companies to compete” with the result 

that “[t]hey’re killing us.” He has asked, “When did we beat Japan at anything?” and la-

ments that “they beat us all the time.” Similarly, he believes that the Mexicans are “laugh-

ing at us, at our stupidity. And now they are beating us economically…[T]hey're killing us 

economically.” And Russian actions, he claims, make it “impossible for our people here to 

compete.” A regular feature of his stump speeches has been the bashing of Mexican immi-

gration. He complained in his launch speech that “[t]he U.S. has become a dumping ground 

for everybody else's problems” and that undocumented immigrants are bringing drugs, 

crime, and rape. The magnitude of the supposed problem is unclear, and this is worrisome 

to him: “we don't know. Because we have no protection and we have no competence, we 

don't know what's happening.”13 In a Republican debate, he clarified his position by saying, 

“I'm playing to the fact that our country is in trouble, that we have a tremendous problem 

with crime.”14 Lastly, he pinpoints “losers” as a domestic threat to American civilization, 

saying frankly, “We have losers. We have people that don't have it. We have people that are 

morally corrupt. We have people that are selling this country down the drain.” 

Internationally, he presents ISIS and China as major threats. In his announcement of 

candidacy, he mentioned a Chinese military base in the South China Sea and said, “They 

built it in about one year, this massive military port. They're building up their military to a 

point that is very scary. You have a problem with ISIS. You have a bigger problem with 

China.” He also observed that “Islamic terrorism is eating up large portions of the Middle 

 
13 Trump, Donald J. "Presidential Campaign Announcement." Donald Trump, CEO, Trump Organization, Delivers a Presidential 

Campaign Announcement. New York. 16 June 2015. CBS News. Web. 1 Apr. 2016. <http://www.cbsnews.com/news/transcript-don-

ald-trump-announces-his-presidential-candidacy/>. 
14 "The Fox News GOP Debate Transcript, Annotated." Washington Post. The Washington Post, 03 Mar. 2016. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. 

<https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2016/03/03/the-fox-news-gop-debate-transcript-annotated/>. 
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East. They've become rich. I'm in competition with them.”15 At the same Republican debate 

as the one above, he discussed ISIS, describing the violence in gruesome detail, apparently 

relishing the recounting: “They're chopping off heads. They're chopping off the heads of 

Christians and anybody else that happens to be in the way. They're drowning people in 

steel cages…Can you imagine…these people, these animals over in the Middle East, that 

chop off heads, sitting around talking and seeing that we're having a hard problem with 

waterboarding?”16  

Like Wallace, Trump uses verbs that are raw and potent, although he is more overtly 

militaristic and violent. When he talks about trade, he uses the terms “beating” and “kill” 

(as in “they kill us economically”). Other verbs that occur again and again in his rhetoric are 

“destroy,” “rip,” “chop,” “stop,” “compete,” and “dump.” When he described a Mexican 

economic move that forestalled a car plant in Tennessee, he said that Mexico “rip[ped] it 

out.” Other countries, he thinks, are “ripping us.” Special interests are “destroying our 

country.”17 And he wants to “bomb the hell” out of America’s enemies. The New York Times 

conducted a linguistic analysis of months’ worth of Trump’s speeches and found that the 

most distinctive characteristic of his rhetoric is his “constant repetition of divisive phrases, 

harsh words, and violent imagery.” Reporters Patrick Healy and Maggie Haberman wrote 

that “[t]he specter of violence looms over much of his speech, which is infused with words 

like kill, destroy, and fight.” 

Certain themes emerge from the rhetoric and content of Trump’s speeches, and all of 

them align with traditional authoritarianism. One extremely prominent one is the binary 

opposition of strength and weakness, especially with reference to economic and military 

 
15 Trump, Donald J. "Presidential Campaign Announcement." Donald Trump, CEO, Trump Organization, Delivers a Presidential 

Campaign Announcement. New York. 16 June 2015. CBS News. Web. 1 Apr. 2016. <http://www.cbsnews.com/news/transcript-don-

ald-trump-announces-his-presidential-candidacy/>. 
16 "The Fox News GOP Debate Transcript, Annotated." Washington Post. The Washington Post, 03 Mar. 2016. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. 

<https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2016/03/03/the-fox-news-gop-debate-transcript-annotated/>. 
17 Trump, Donald J. "Presidential Campaign Announcement." Donald Trump, CEO, Trump Organization, Delivers a Presidential 

Campaign Announcement. New York. 16 June 2015. CBS News. Web. 1 Apr. 2016. <http://www.cbsnews.com/news/transcript-don-

ald-trump-announces-his-presidential-candidacy/>. 



 

8 
 

competition. Trump has called his opponents “weak” at least thirteen times.18 He thinks 

that America needs “very strong people” because “our country is being taken away like 

candy from a baby”19 (a baby, of course, is the prototypical example of weakness). He 

frames American foreign policy in terms of national degeneration: “Our enemies are getting 

stronger and stronger by the way, and we as a country are getting weaker. Even our nuclear 

arsenal doesn't work.”20 In his mind, the response to this ostensible weakness is a reasser-

tion of national vigor: “We have to attack much stronger. We have to be more vigilant. We 

have to be much tougher.”21 Indeed, his campaign is predicated on the promise of making 

the American dream “bigger and better and stronger than ever before.” 

A closely connected theme is the overwhelming importance of the military, and, to a 

somewhat lesser degree, guns and the police. In his worldview, the logic of competition ap-

plies to the international arena, and the military is an avatar of strength. Guns are tools of 

strength, and the police are the domestic analogue to the military, protecting people from 

being taken advantage of. This explains his repeated refrains about empowering the mili-

tary. He thinks the military has become attenuated – it “needs equipment all over the 

place”22 and is “totally depleted,” meaning that “[w]e are in a very dangerous place,” vul-

nerable to foreign incursions.23 The proper response is to ensure that we “have the strongest 

military that we've ever had” because “we need it more now than ever.” Trump’s nearly 

constant refrain is that we need to “strengthen our military and take care of our vets” – 

 
18 Healy, Patrick, and Maggie Haberman. "95,000 Words, Many of Them Ominous, From Donald Trump’s Tongue." The New York 

Times. The New York Times, 05 Dec. 2015. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. <http://www.nytimes.com/2015/12/06/us/politics/95000-words-many-

of-them-ominous-from-donald-trumps-tongue.html>. 
19 Zirin, Dave. "'Trump' Has Become a Racial Taunt at High School Sporting Events." The Nation. The Nation, 07 Mar. 2016. Web. 01 

Apr. 2016. <http://www.thenation.com/article/trump-has-become-a-racial-taunt-at-high-school-sporting-events/>. 
20 Trump, Donald J. "Presidential Campaign Announcement." Donald Trump, CEO, Trump Organization, Delivers a Presidential 

Campaign Announcement. New York. 16 June 2015. CBS News. Web. 1 Apr. 2016. <http://www.cbsnews.com/news/transcript-don-

ald-trump-announces-his-presidential-candidacy/>. 
21 Healy, Patrick, and Maggie Haberman. "95,000 Words, Many of Them Ominous, From Donald Trump’s Tongue." The New York 

Times. The New York Times, 05 Dec. 2015. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. <http://www.nytimes.com/2015/12/06/us/politics/95000-words-many-

of-them-ominous-from-donald-trumps-tongue.html>. 
22 Trump, Donald J. "Presidential Campaign Announcement." Donald Trump, CEO, Trump Organization, Delivers a Presidential 

Campaign Announcement. New York. 16 June 2015. CBS News. Web. 1 Apr. 2016. <http://www.cbsnews.com/news/transcript-don-

ald-trump-announces-his-presidential-candidacy/>. 
23 "The Fox News GOP Debate Transcript, Annotated." Washington Post. The Washington Post, 03 Mar. 2016. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. 

<https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2016/03/03/the-fox-news-gop-debate-transcript-annotated/>. 
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framed to some extent as part of a project of national rejuvenation, but mostly as a defen-

sive measure. Even the question of gun rights is framed in defensive terms. Guns are pre-

sented as safeguards against raw, unrestrained violence, capable of preempting assault and 

violation via counter-violence: “Through stupidity, in a very, very hardcore prison, two vi-

cious murderers, two vicious people escaped, and nobody knows where they are…So pro-

tect the Second Amendment.” 

Two striking quotes illustrate the dynamic of ressentiment and perceived powerless-

ness underlying Trump’s militaristic machismo. In his candidacy announcement, he de-

clared, “[W]ithin our military, I will find the General Patton or I will find General MacAr-

thur, I will find the right guy. I will find the guy that's going to take that military and make 

it really work. Nobody, nobody will be pushing us around”24 [emph. mine]. In another speech, 

he connected the military and the police thusly: “We love our military. And by the way we 

love our police. Our police are terrific…They are not being treated properly. We're going to 

build our military so big, so good, so strong, so powerful that nobody is ever going to mess 

with us, folks”25 [emph. mine]. Strength and power are explicitly manly virtues in Trump’s 

mind, as evidenced by his reference to “the right guy” and the two male examples of war-

like virtù that he adduces. And his incessant emphasis on strength and power is a response 

to perceived American weakness and the desire for efficiency (to “take that military and 

make it really work”). 

The love of efficiency is central to the authoritarian creed. The third theme in 

Trump’s ideology, connected to the strength-weakness binary and the adulation of the mili-

tary and police, might be subsumed under the umbrella term of “greatness,” understood as 

a composite of efficient action and resolute leadership. Trump presents the crisis of Ameri-

 
24 Trump, Donald J. "Presidential Campaign Announcement." Donald Trump, CEO, Trump Organization, Delivers a Presidential 

Campaign Announcement. New York. 16 June 2015. CBS News. Web. 1 Apr. 2016. <http://www.cbsnews.com/news/transcript-don-

ald-trump-announces-his-presidential-candidacy/>. 
25 "Transcript: Trump’s Victory Speech after the South Carolina GOP Primary." Washington Post. The Washington Post, 20 Feb. 2016. 

Web. 01 Apr. 2016. <https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-politics/wp/2016/02/20/transcript-donald-trumps-victory-speech-

after-the-south-carolina-gop-primary/>. 
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can politics as stemming from an incapacity to act: “Well, you need somebody, because pol-

iticians are all talk, no action. Nothing's gonna get done.” Current politicians, he thinks, 

“will never make America great again.” Without action, America faces stagnation. A suita-

ble jolt to the system, an infusion of energy and dynamism, comes in the form of Trump 

himself, an ostensibly strong man, “a truly great leader” who “literally will take this coun-

try and make it great again.”26 Since forthright and decisive action, like the concept of lead-

ership and the realm of politics more generally, has traditionally been viewed through an 

androcentric lens,27 we should interpret this stress on firm action and greatness as carrying 

a heavily masculine valence.  

And it is in this context that Trump’s well-documented, much remarked-upon mi-

sogyny (epitomized by a comment he once made to New York Magazine: “Women, you have 

to treat them like shit”) becomes intelligible: not as a personal peculiarity or some acci-

dental characteristic of his rhetoric, but as an integral component of his authoritarianism. 

Women, to him, represent chaos and a loss of order. In one interview, he described a reality 

show he was planning by saying, “We are all sick and tired of the glamorization of these 

out-of-control young women, so I have taken it upon myself to do something about it.” In 

one of his books, Trump: The Art of the Comeback, he commented, “I have seen women ma-

nipulate men with just a twitch of their eye – or perhaps another body part.”28 The usage of 

terms like “out-of-control” and “manipulate” are illustrative of Trump’s suspicion of 

women – to him, they are seductive and subversive, opposed to the hierarchy he seeks to 

uphold and the masculinity he idolizes. Despite their powerful allure, in his eyes, women 

are simultaneously weak: when protesters interrupted an event in St. Louis, he told them to 

“go home to mommy,"29 a telling phrase which reveals that Trump associates motherhood 

 
26 Trump, Donald J. "Presidential Campaign Announcement." Donald Trump, CEO, Trump Organization, Delivers a Presidential 

Campaign Announcement. New York. 16 June 2015. CBS News. Web. 1 Apr. 2016. <http://www.cbsnews.com/news/transcript-don-

ald-trump-announces-his-presidential-candidacy/>. 
27 Cf. Hannah Arendt on ancient Greek conceptions of the polis and the political life. 
28 Foer, Franklin. "Donald Trump Has One Core Philosophy: Misogyny." Slate. The Slate Group LLC, 24 Mar. 2016. Web. 01 Apr. 

2016. <http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/politics/2016/03/donald_trump_has_one_core_philosophy_misog-

yny.html>. 
29 "Dozens Arrested at Trump Campaign Rally in St. Louis." Chicagotribune.com. Chicago Tribune, 11 Mar. 2016. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. 

<http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/nationworld/politics/ct-trump-rally-st-louis-arrests-20160311-story.html>. 
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with domesticity; the private realm; and, by implication, weakness. In his jab, the feminine 

home is opposed to the masculine realm of politics, of doing and acting in a public space.  

The fundamentality of his antipathy towards women is confirmed by gendered com-

ments he has made relating to masculinity. He has observed that Hillary Clinton “got 

schlonged”30 by Obama in 2008, using diction that presents the phallus as a tool of main-

taining discipline and order. And he took the highly unusual step of reassuring a Republi-

can audience of his virility, saying, “[H]e referred to my hands -- 'if they're small, some-

thing else must be small.' I guarantee you there's no problem. I guarantee.”31 His preoccu-

pation with masculinity and sexual potency makes perfect sense given his general ideology, 

one which apotheosizes masculine virtues and touts action. 

Analysis of Trump’s rhetoric about protesters and violence 

In general, Trump’s rhetoric has an undercurrent of violence. His choice of harsh 

verbs; his division of the world (domestically and internationally) into mutually antagonis-

tic camps; his obsession with power and the need to prove one’s strength against a multi-

tude of threats; his applause for the military and police; and his ideology of crisp efficiency, 

unrestricted action, and unspecified greatness all combine to intimate the desirability of vi-

olence to his supporters. Perhaps his rhetoric might thus be classed under the rubric of 

symbolically violent speech. But Trump, like Wallace, has been forced to contend with pro-

testers. Thus, we need not simply restrict ourselves to extrapolating his views of violence 

from his general rhetoric. On numerous occasions, he has made explicit public statements 

about protesters and violent acts committed by his followers. 

His characterization of protesters has dovetailed nicely with his general rhetorical 

strategies and political motifs. He deploys us-them language; harsh verbs like “toughen” 

 
30 Diamond, Jeremy. "Donald Trump: Hillary Clinton 'Got Schlonged' in 2008." CNN. Cable News Network, 22 Dec. 2015. Web. 01 

Apr. 2016. <http://www.cnn.com/2015/12/21/politics/donald-trump-hillary-clinton-disgusting/index.html>. 
31 Krieg, Gregory. "Donald Trump Defends Size of His Penis." CNN. Cable News Network, 4 Mar. 2016. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. 

<http://www.cnn.com/2016/03/03/politics/donald-trump-small-hands-marco-rubio/index.html>. 
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and “destroy”; and themes of strength-weakness, greatness, and national decline to stigma-

tize protesters. He accused them of “bringing us down”32 and “destroying our country” and 

asserted that “[t]hese are not good people”33 and that “[t]hese people are so bad for our 

country, you have no idea.” These aspersions immediately followed comments like "Our 

country has to toughen up, folks” and “We're going to make [our country] great again,”34 

strongly implying that eliminating protesters was a logical expression of his desired process 

of toughening up and national rejuvenation. 

Trump uses three modes when he discusses violence. The first is an allusive, wink-

ing mode which tacitly advocates violence while managing to avoid naming or advocating 

it directly. Reflecting on a Black Lives Matter protester on a talk show, Trump said, "Maybe 

he should have been roughed up because it was absolutely disgusting what he was do-

ing,”35 flirting with the idea of endorsing violence without sanctioning it outright. At a rally 

of his, he complained that “[security guards and police] are being politically correct the way 

they take [protesters] out” and observed disapprovingly that “there used to be conse-

quences” for protesting but are “none anymore,”36 using non-verbal cues to indicate his im-

plicit approval for harsh consequences for protest. Such comments give new meaning to 

dark declarations of his like “We better toughen up, we better smarten up, and we better 

stop with this political correctness because it’s driving us down the tubes”37: we can under-

stand them as sub rosa calls for violence. Even less circumspectly, he has regretted the pass-

ing of the “old days” and said of protesters, “You know what they used to do to guys like 

that when they were in a place like this? They’d be carried out on a stretcher” and “I’d like 

 
32 Klein, Ezra. "Donald Trump's Ideology of Violence." Vox. Vox Media, Inc., 12 Mar. 2016. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. 

<http://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2016/3/12/11211898/donald-trumps-ideology-of-violence>. 
33 Finnegan, Michael. "Donald Trump Has a History of Endorsing Violence against Protesters." Los Angeles Times. Los Angeles Ti-

mes, 11 Mar. 2016. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. <http://www.latimes.com/politics/la-na-trump-protester-violence-20160311-story.html>. 
34 Klein, Ezra. "Donald Trump's Ideology of Violence." Vox. Vox Media, Inc., 12 Mar. 2016. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. 

<http://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2016/3/12/11211898/donald-trumps-ideology-of-violence>. 
35 Johnson, Jenna, and Mary Jordan. "Trump on Rally Protester: 'Maybe He Should Have Been Roughed Up.'" Washington Post. The 

Washington Post, 22 Nov. 2015. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. <https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-politics/wp/2015/11/22/black-

activist-punched-at-donald-trump-rally-in-birmingham/>. 
36 Klein, Ezra. "Donald Trump's Ideology of Violence." Vox. Vox Media, Inc., 12 Mar. 2016. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. 

<http://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2016/3/12/11211898/donald-trumps-ideology-of-violence>. 
37 Gass, Nick. "Trump: 'There Used to Be Consequences' for Protesting." Politico. Politico, 11 Mar. 2016. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. 

<http://www.politico.com/blogs/2016-gop-primary-live-updates-and-results/2016/03/trump-defends-protest-violence-220638>. 
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to punch him in the face, I’ll tell ya.”38 Lastly, when contemplating the possibility of a bro-

kered convention where the Republican nomination would be given to another candidate, 

he said, “I think you would have problems like you’ve never seen before. I think bad things 

would happen, I really do…I wouldn’t lead it but I think bad things would happen”39 and, 

more directly, stated on CNN that “you’d have riots.”40 Such avowals are the clearest exem-

plar of this insinuative approach to the question of violence. Trump superficially disassoci-

ates himself from violence by saying things like “I wouldn’t lead it” or “I would like to punch 

him in the face” [emph. mine], framing his comments as mere matter-of-fact observations, 

but floats the possibility of violence in such a way that his words can justly be interpreted 

as a subtle imprimatur endowed with illocutionary force. 

The second mode Trump uses is far less subtle than his intricate double entendres. In a 

classic rhetorical jujitsu move, one which parallels his deft usage of resentment and depic-

tion of America as besieged and victimized, he admits that violence occurred and was per-

petrated by his supporters but portrays his supporters as the ones actually under attack by 

malevolent protesters. Moreover, he presents violence as the right thing to do, given the cir-

cumstances. In one instance, when talking about a protester, he said, "And you know what? 

The audience swung back. And I thought it was very, very appropriate. He was swinging. 

He was hitting people. And the audience hit back. And that's what we need a little bit more 

of."41 In another instance, he remarked, "They can swing and hit people, but if we hit them 

back, it's a terrible, terrible thing, right?" And when speaking at a North Carolina rally, he 

described a protester and his supporters’ interactions with the protester by saying, "He was 

 
38 Corasaniti, Nick, and Maggie Haberman. “Donald Trump on Protester: ‘I'd Like to Punch Him in the Face.’” The New York Times. 

The New York Times, 22 Feb. 2016. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. <http://www.nytimes.com/politics/first-draft/2016/02/23/donald-trump-on-

protester-id-like-to-punch-him-in-the-face/>. 
39 Mackey, Robert. "Donald Trump Warns of Riots at Convention If He Is Denied Nomination." The Intercept. The Intercept, 16 Mar. 

2016. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. <https://theintercept.com/2016/03/16/donald-trump-warns-riots-convention-denied-nomination/>. 
40 Sargent, Greg. "Donald Trump Just Threatened More Violence. Only This Time, It’s Directed at the GOP." Washington Post. The 

Washington Post, 16 Mar. 2016. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. <https://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/plum-line/wp/2016/03/16/donald-

trump-just-threatened-more-violence-only-this-time-its-directed-at-the-gop/>. 
41 Gass, Nick. "Trump: 'There Used to Be Consequences' for Protesting." Politico. Politico, 11 Mar. 2016. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. 

<http://www.politico.com/blogs/2016-gop-primary-live-updates-and-results/2016/03/trump-defends-protest-violence-220638>. 
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a rough guy, and he was punching. And we had some people — some rough guys like we 

have right in here — and they started punching back. It was a beautiful thing."42  

In some cases, instead of describing past events, Trump has even called on his sup-

porters to take violent action, apparently pledging to protect them from legal consequences. 

When asked about what he would do if protesters interrupted his rallies before they began 

doing so frequently, he mused, "I don't know if I'll do the fighting myself, or if other people 

will.”43 And at one rally, he explicitly addressed his followers, saying, “If you see somebody 

getting ready to throw a tomato, knock the crap out of them, would you?...Just knock the 

hell — I promise you, I will pay for the legal fees.”44  

The third mode Trump uses is a different exculpatory tactic, a discourse that tries to 

redirect attention that was initially on his followers for their violence to his followers’ vir-

tues (e.g., passion, patriotism, strength) and other mitigating factors (e.g., perceived na-

tional decadence, protesters’ incivility). In response to his followers’ brutal attack on a 

homeless Hispanic man, he labeled it “a shame,” but shied away from unambiguously cen-

suring it, saying, “I will say, the people that are following me are very passionate. They love 

this country, they want this country to be great again.”45 When discussing recent violence at 

his rallies, he said that he and his supporters "do get angry when we see the stupidity with 

which our country is run and how it's being destroyed” and defiantly declared that "I'd ra-

ther be too strong than too weak, by a long shot.”46 When his advisor Corey Lewandowski 

came under heavy criticism for attacking a protester, Trump said that the protesters had 

 
42 "Dozens Arrested at Trump Campaign Rally in St. Louis."Chicagotribune.com. Chicago Tribune, 11 Mar. 2016. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. 

<http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/nationworld/politics/ct-trump-rally-st-louis-arrests-20160311-story.html>. 
43 Diamond, Jeremy. "Donald Trump on Black Lives Matter Protester: 'Maybe He Should Have Been Roughed Up.'" CNN. Cable 

News Network, 23 Nov. 2015. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. <http://www.cnn.com/2015/11/22/politics/donald-trump-black-lives-matter-pro-

tester-confrontation/>. 
44 Stein, Sam, and Dana Liebelson. "Donald Trump Encourages Violence At His Rallies. His Fans Are Listening." The Huffington Post. 

The Huffington Post, 10 Mar. 2016. Web. 1 Apr. 2016. <http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/donald-trump-vio-

lence_us_56e1f16fe4b0b25c91815913>. 
45 Tesfaye, Sophia. "Donald Trump Refuses to Denounce Supporter’s Attack on Hispanic Man: ‘The People That Are following Me 

Are Very Passionate.’” Salon.com. Salon Media Group, Inc., 21 Aug. 2015. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. <https://www.sa-

lon.com/2015/08/21/donald_trump_refuses_to_denounce_supporters_attack_on_hispanic_man_the_people_that_are_follow-
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46 "Dozens Arrested at Trump Campaign Rally in St. Louis."Chicagotribune.com. Chicago Tribune, 11 Mar. 2016. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. 
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15 
 

“horrendous” signs and said of Lewandowski, “I will give him credit for having spirit.” 

And when he was asked whether he would explicitly instruct his followers to not riot, he 

deflected the implied critique of his followers as perfervid by saying, “But look, these peo-

ple are fervent, they want to see positive things.”47 The fundamental logic behind all these 

remarks is that his followers should be absolved of blame, and their excesses forgiven, be-

cause their passion is righteous and passion is inherently difficult to control. 

As has been amply demonstrated, Trump shares a number of key characteristics 

with Wallace in terms of how he discusses violence: a penchant for hinting and intimation, 

his characterization of protesters as disruptive manifestations of national weakness and de-

cay, and his (not entirely consistent) attempts to maintain plausible deniability. Substan-

tively, what function does violence fulfill in his ideology? As evinced by his laments about 

“consequences” and the “old days,” violence is a bridge between the present and past, a re-

actionary tool for reconstituting an ostensibly halcyon past. The short, punchy verbs he uses 

– “knock,” “punch” – underscore the assertion of strength involved in violence. Comments 

like “that's what we need a little bit more of” and “[T]hey started punching back. It was a 

beautiful thing” imply that violence marks a long-awaited awakening among his support-

ers, a willingness to no longer be cowed into suppressing their urges. His numerous at-

tempted exculpations reveal that he views violence as a manifestation of spirit and fervor. 

And his framing of supporters’ violence as reactive implies that violence has a disciplinary 

function. In the Trumpian worldview, it is a way of correcting unruly protesters and an in-

tegral component of the re-masculinization of America. 

Theorizing Trump’s emergence and his supporters 

What accounts for the emergence of Trump’s cadre of committed supporters, the 

most dedicated of whom tend to be white, middle-aged, politically unaffiliated and disen-

chanted men?48 It is a question that the mainstream media has been attempting to answer 

 
47 Helmore, Edward. "Trump Says 'Professional Agitators' Are to Blame for Violence at Rallies." The Guardian. Guardian News and 

Media, 20 Mar. 2016. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. <http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/mar/20/donald-trump-violence-rallies-ari-

zona-professional-agitators-blame>. 
48 Bland, Scott. "Donald Trump’s Big Tent." Politico. Politico, 08 Jan. 2016. Web. 01 Apr. 2016. <http://www.polit-

ico.com/story/2016/01/trump-supporters-big-tent-217481>. 
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for many months now, with limited success. Theoretical insights from a number of thinkers 

can help us comprehensively answer this question. Michel Foucault, following Nietzsche, 

writes of the power the body exerts over historical action, calling it both “the inscribed sur-

face of events” and something which “gives rise to desires, failings, and errors” (Foucault 

148).49 The body – and thus the desires it generates, desires which are then translated into 

action – is the product of its mode of living, which is itself the product of political and eco-

nomic conditions: “The body is molded by a great many distinct regimes; it is broken down 

by the rhythms of work, rest, and holidays; it is poisoned by food or values” (Foucault 153). 

In this context, it is notable that long-term unemployment and underemployment are 

strongly correlated with elevated levels of stress, anxiety, and depression.50 Given the per-

vasive sense of financial and economic insecurity afflicting many strata of American society 

in the wake of the Great Recession – most germanely vis-à-vis Trump, lower middle class 

whites51 – it is likely that the somatic symptoms of emotional distress are manifesting politi-

cally in zealous, often violent and angrily defensive, displays of support for Trump. 

The white lower class, especially in rural areas, has been largely erased from main-

stream discourse, rendered mostly invisible to the American social and political systems. 

When members of the white lower middle class are mentioned, discussions tend to revolve 

around their imputed racism and demeaning, schematic tropes like the “hick” or the “red-

neck.”52 The ridicule or total erasure thereby suffered by white proletarians can be under-

stood as a kind of symbolic violence which elicits in them an oppositional attitude towards 

political elites and other groups perceived as contributing to the perpetration of this sym-

bolic violence (e.g., immigrants, nonwhite minority groups).  

 
49 Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” Language, Counter-Memory, Practice: Selected Essays and Interviews, edited by 

Donald F. Bouchard, Ithaca (N.Y.): Cornell University Press, 1977. 
50 Crabtree, Steve. "In U.S., Depression Rates Higher for Long-Term Unemployed." Gallup.com. Gallup, 09 June 2014. Web. 01 Apr. 

2016. <http://www.gallup.com/poll/171044/depression-rates-higher-among-long-term-unemployed.aspx>. 
51 Khazan, Olga. "Middle-Aged White Americans Are Dying of Despair." The Atlantic. Atlantic Media Company, 04 Nov. 2015. Web. 

01 Apr. 2016. <http://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2015/11/boomers-deaths-pnas/413971/>. 
52 Gurley, Lauren. “Why the Left Isn’t Talking About Rural American Poverty.” In These Times. In These Times, 22 Oct. 2015. Web. 1 

Apr. 2016. <http://inthesetimes.com/rural-america/entry/18526/why-the-left-isnt-talking-about-rural-american-poverty>. 
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Further support for this view comes from Alexandre Kojève, Jim Gilligan, and Bar-

rington Moore. Glossing Hegel, Kojève points out that human existence is irreducibly so-

cial, writing that “the human reality is nothing but the fact of the recognition of one man by 

another man” (Kojève 51) and terming social struggles (or, at the very least, the paradig-

matic master-slave dialectic) “a fight for recognition” (Kojève 51).53 Gilligan agrees that 

recognition is fundamental to dignity, writing that one of the key harms attached to poverty 

is “a form of psychological rather than material deprivation, of dignity, self-respect, and 

pride” (Gilligan 201) and theorizing that “systematic shaming and humiliation” can play a 

signal role as a “cause of violence” (Gilligan 197).54 Thus, American society’s tendency to 

ignore the plight of the white lower middle class and poor, its refusal to grant their mem-

bers recognition and dignity, may be playing into the Trump phenomenon, and the psycho-

logical residue of this neglect may partially account for the violent backlash directed to-

wards protests of Trump’s rallies.  

The role of racism as an ideology that underpins and cements class domination is 

also key. As Gilligan writes, “[P]oor American whites have let themselves be distracted 

from paying attention to how badly they are being discriminated against by the class sys-

tem, by the fact that there is always a group they can look down upon in the caste system” 

(Gilligan 199). Racism often leads disadvantaged whites to direct their ressentiment towards 

African-Americans, Hispanics, and other minoritsas opposed to channeling it into genu-

inely populist movements that would improve their material conditions. Moore affirms this 

dynamic, remarking upon the misdirection of lower-class grievances and asserting that “the 

violence of oppressed people is usually directed against their own much more than against 

their oppressors. Seldom do the victims of a social order have sufficient social cohesion and 

political insight to attack their worst enemies” (Moore 6).55 

 
53 Alexandre Kojève, “Desire and Work in the Master and Slave,” Hegel’s Dialectic of Desire and Recognition: Texts and Commentary, 

Albany (N.Y.): State University of New York Press, 1996. 
54 James Gilligan, Violence: Our Deadly Epidemic and Its Causes. N.Y.: Grosset/Putnam Books, 1996, ch. 8. 
55 Barrington Moore, Jr., “Thoughts on Violence and Democracy,” Proceedings of the Academy of Political Science, vol. XXIX, no. 1, N.Y.: 

Columbia University, 1968. 
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In addition to economic distress and racist ideology, a further factor in illuminating 

Trump’s rise may be the rise of new left-wing social movements like Black Lives Matter and 

the Dreamers (immigrant rights activism). Robert Paul Wolff writes about the activism of 

the 1960s and the dynamics underlying the George Wallace campaign, but his description 

could equally well apply to the present day. His analysis is worth quoting at length: 

 The third view of violence is that held by working-class and lower-middle-class 

Americans, those most often referred to as the ‘white backlash.’ They perceive the 

principal threat to their interests as coming from the bottom class…Studies of the 

petty bourgeoisie in Weimar Germany suggest, and George Wallace’s presidential 

campaign of 1968 confirms, that the lower middle class, when it finds itself pressed 

between inflationary prices and demands from the lower class, identifies its princi-

pal enemy as the lower class. So we find the classical political alliance of old estab-

lished wealth with right-wing populist elements, both of which favor a repressive 

response to attacks on authority and a strong governmental policy toward the ‘vio-

lence’ of demands for change (Wolff 21).56 

New social movements like Black Lives Matter and the Dreamers have made demands on 

the federal government, and they have sent protesters to Trump rallies. Thus, the two fac-

tors Wolff names obtain: lower middle class whites are suffering inflationary prices for 

basic necessities of life because of wage stagnation and general economic inflation, and the 

lower class (and other, nonwhite elements of the lower middle class) is imposing demands 

on the government and society at large. 

 This goes a good part of the way towards explaining the irruption of support for 

Trump, but what does theory have to say about the concrete social role that the rash of vio-

lence observed at Trump rallies plays (and the role that more diffuse political violence from 

Trump supporters may play in the future)? For this, we can turn to Lewis Coser and Bar-

rington Moore. Although Coser analyzes apolitical and left-wing revolutionary violence 

more than he does right-wing, reactionary violence, his theory seems somewhat applicable 

to the Trump case, albeit with certain caveats. One category he hypothesizes is that of vio-

lence as achievement. He writes that, “Certain categories of individuals are so located in the 

 
56 Robert Paul Wolff, “On Violence,” Violence and Its Alternatives, N.Y.: St. Martin’s Press, 1999. 
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social structure that they are barred from legitimate access to the ladder of achievement” 

(Coser 10)57 and goes on to imply that this unfavorable social positionality commonly trans-

lates into violence, due to hopelessness and the sense that violence is an avenue for achiev-

ing meaning. While the supporters who engage in violence at Trump rallies aren’t doing so 

purely as a result of the logic that they have nothing left to lose because of their economic 

difficulties or unpleasant jobs, it’s possible that an attenuated form of this logic is operative.  

More likely, and bearing more explanatory weight, is the explanation that violence is 

a warning and serves a “signaling function” as a symbol of “severe maladjustment.” As 

Coser writes, “[H]uman beings…will resort to violent action only under extremely frustrat-

ing, ego-damaging, and anxiety-producing conditions.” Thus, he concludes, citing the 

Chartists and early Industrial Era labor unrest in England, violence and riots aren’t simply 

protests; they are also “claims to be considered” (Coser 13) and are ideally an “effective sig-

naling device” to “sensitize…the upper classes to the need for social reconstruction” (Coser 

14). Again, it’s true that the violence that has occurred at Trump rallies isn’t an exact ana-

logue. A considerable proportion of the blame should be attributed to the tendency for con-

frontations at rallies to get out of hand as a result of mass psychology. Yet the very fact that 

violence would occur at a presidential candidate’s rally is linked to the unusual character of 

the Trump campaign, and it’s plausible that the unusual tenor and nature of the Trump 

campaign is a function of social and economic conditions that are, as Coser said, “extremely 

frustrating, ego-damaging, and anxiety-producing.” 

Theorizing Trump’s rhetoric 

Now that we’ve applied theory to Trump’s rise and his supporters’ violence, let’s see 

if it can’t also cast light on the form and content of his rhetoric – and on the responses it has 

elicited from his mainstream detractors. Content-wise, Paul Ricoeur and Jan Narveson are 

helpful. Ricoeur phenomenologically examines declinist rhetoric’s psychological impact. As 
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he writes, “Let a riot flare up in the streets, let the country be declared in danger, and some-

thing in me is touched off and springs loose…something savage, something wholesome 

and unwholesome, youthful and unformed, a sense of the novel, of adventure, of availabil-

ity, a flair for rugged brotherhood and for prompt action, without juridical or administra-

tive mediation” (Ricoeur 225).58 Such a description could easily be imputed to an ardent 

Trump supporter at a rally. The galvanizing effect of “the country be[ing] declared in dan-

ger” helps explain why Trump consistently purveys narratives of national decay.  

Narveson is illuminating because his own views perfectly reflect the logic under-

girding the Trumpian worldview. Narveson calls for the revival of lex talionis, couching his 

appeals in references to Hobbes, “In the Hobbesian tradition, to which I incline, those who 

violate the social contract put themselves back into the state of nature in relation to soci-

ety…[S]ome degree of reversion to that lawless condition has been made – at least some bets 

are off…We may do to the other approximately what he has done to us” (Narveson 129).59 

A foreign policy based on Narveson’s maxims would be one where the United States sinks 

to the moral level of its enemies: “Where what our agent has done is to perform a major act 

of violence against us, then, the reasonable rule is that we may respond up to that level at 

least…And for one who uses unlimited violence, all bets are off, we are in the unlimited 

Hobbesian condition, and in principle there is nothing we may not do to him” (Narveson 

130). Such a tit-for-tat mentality is undergirded by a simplistic division of the world into 

friends and foes, one which is rendered slightly more palatable by appealing to the notion 

of self-defense: “[S]uppose that we accept the terrorist’s division of the world into two clas-

ses – His People and Our People – and his grisly implication that what he is at war with is 

Our People, any of whom are fair game. Very well, we may say: Then we shall make His 

People fair game as well, or at least fairer than we have hitherto been inclined to regard 

 
58 Paul Ricoeur, “Non-Violent Man and His Presence to History,” History and Truth, Evanston (IL): Northwestern University Press, 

1965. 
59 Jan Narveson, “Terrorism and Morality,” Violence, Terrorism, and Justice, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991. 
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them” (Narveson 163). Such categories apply within a single society as well as between so-

cieties. As Narveson bluntly puts it, “‘Nothing’ is the normal base line of interaction: It is 

precisely what people normally owe us, and we them. It is when they threaten to treat us 

worse than that that we may have cause to react with violence” (Narveson 133).  

Of course, what constitutes a threat is left quite dangerously up for interpretation. 

And the tribal mentality that an us-versus-them Weltanschauung encourages makes it all the 

more likely that one will misinterpret an action by someone from an out-group and respond 

with preemptive violence. ‘Self-defense’ is an expansive category, one which is predicated 

upon a clear definition of the self in question. The broader one’s conception of the self to be 

protected, the more probable it is that self-defense will morph into a defensive justification 

of aggression.60 The general tendencies of Narveson’s thought towards reductionist divi-

sions and an embrace of retaliation are on full display in Trump’s rhetoric on ISIS and ter-

rorism, but they are also present in Trump’s views on every major issue he discusses – eco-

nomic competition with Russia, China, and Mexico; immigration to the United States; how 

we ought to treat immigrants and minorities, etc. It should be noted that the us-them divi-

sions Trump relies on are by no means unusual in political discourse. Indeed, they’re essen-

tial to political rhetoric: every political movement has an “us” and a “them.” As Bourdieu 

observes, “symbolic power” is nothing other than “the power to impose the principles of 

division, knowledge, and recognition” (Bourdieu 189), and political struggle is “a (practical 

and theoretical) struggle for the power to impose the legitimate vision of the social world” 

(Bourdieu 185). Classification and categorization have an “inseparably cognitive and politi-

cal constructive efficacy” (Bourdieu 117). What’s worrisome about Trump’s in-group-out-

group distinction, then, is more its substance than its form. 

Formally, however, there are some noteworthy aspects of Trumpian rhetoric, ones 

which Bernhard Waldenfels and Bourdieu can clarify. Waldenfels articulates the inevitably 

verbal component of essentially all physical violence by writing, “Pure violence would 
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mean a form of violence detached from any logos, from any order of speaking and acting” 

(Waldenfels 102) and pointing out that “human violence always arises in the framework of 

specific discourses, whose orders change in correspondence to the challenges to which they 

respond” (Waldenfels 100). The way that anything other “pure violence” involves both 

speech and an act confirms that we can class Trump’s sharp, harsh rhetoric as violent.  

This is also true of the apologias he has made for his supporters’ violence. Walden-

fels describes how the justification of violence works, commenting that “[a]n advocate justi-

fies an agent…for some action or deed done to another, and he does so in the presence of a 

third party by giving reasons for what he has done” (Waldenfels 104). Such a process of 

post hoc rationalization opens the door to the possibility that society will actually buy into 

the proffered justification for the violence which has occurred. Rationalization converts the 

raw reality of brute physical force into a linguistic representation of the act. This process of 

abstraction elides the violent act’s visceral nature. It throws the actuality of the violence into 

question by pitting usual political antagonists against one another in the realm of public 

opinion. Thus, “the act of violence becomes a topic that we dispute, putting violence on the 

one side and arguments on the other” (Waldenfels 104). From there, the initial moment of 

rationalization and disputation, we’re just a few steps away from discounting the serious-

ness of the violence at issue. Waldenfels characterizes the slippery slope well: “Every 

speech that transforms violence into a pure topic we speak about becomes ventriloquial, as 

if the discourse about violence were dubbed; or again as if it were a voice-over, like a tape 

we erase. The playing down of violence begins by justifying it” (Waldenfels 105). 

 Indeed, this is what we have seen with the spate of physically violent clashes at 

Trump rallies and instances of Trump-inspired physical and symbolic violence around the 

country. Ostensible scrutiny from the media hasn’t culminated in any knockout blows 

against Trump’s presidential run. There is something elusive about Trumpian violence, 

something that defies the supposed disinfectant of sunshine, the shriveling glare of un-

pleasant media coverage. Some of this, no doubt, has to do with the profit motive and the 
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mainstream media’s cavalier, surreptitiously gleeful treatment of Trump’s run as a cash bo-

nanza. Les Moonves, CBS chief executive, said in shockingly candid remarks that Trump’s 

candidacy “may not be good for America, but it’s damn good for CBS.”61 Even if other 

CEOs haven’t been quite as loose-lipped, such a dynamic likely obtains for media corpora-

tions with similar financial structures and systems of incentives. Trump has been insulated 

by mainstream media outlets from fully unfavorable coverage because of the mutualistic 

relationship which exists between the mainstream media and his campaign.  

This connivance mirrors the dance of plausible deniability that Trump has engaged 

in for most of his campaign around the question of violence, an act he has performed 

largely in deference to the still residually liberal-democratic sensibilities of the viewing 

public and certain elements of the media establishment. In the context of this dance of dou-

ble meaning and its reception by Trump’s different audiences, Bourdieu’s writings about 

reason and symbolic violence re-enter the equation. One of the crucial themes of Bourdieu’s 

thought is duality, the twofold nature of social phenomena: he discusses the dual nature of 

the gift in non-economic exchanges and dwells at some length upon the dialectic between 

recognition and misrecognition so essential to the initial institutionalization and continued 

maintenance of symbolic violence. Bourdieu speaks of the police’s exhibition of force as “a 

denial of force, an affirmation of force which is inseparably a negation of force, the very one 

which defines a ‘civilized’ police force, capable of forgetting and making it forgotten that it 

is a force and so converted into legitimate violence, misrecognized and recognized, into 

symbolic violence” (Bourdieu 96). Elsewhere, he talks about “common miscognition” and 

calls gift-giving “this game in which everyone knows – and does not want to know – that 

everyone knows – and does not want to know – the true nature of the exchange” (Bourdieu 

192). The gift contains a “dual truth,” he thinks, and relies upon an arrangement that can be 

called “an individual and collective self-deception” (Bourdieu 191). 

 
61 Fang, Lee. “CBS CEO: ‘For Us, Economically, Donald’s Place in This Election Is a Good Thing.’” The Intercept. The Intercept, 29 

Feb. 2016. Web. 02 Apr. 2016. <https://theintercept.com/2016/02/29/cbs-donald-trump/>. 
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Although the analogy is somewhat imprecise, something akin to this individual and 

collective self-deception seems to be happening with the Trump campaign. Many members 

of the mainstream media, particularly those on the right and those who stand to benefit 

from the Trump campaign’s continued presence on the national stage, and even some polit-

ical observers who are just ordinary citizens are simultaneously aware and unaware of 

what Trump signifies. They repress the aspects of Trump’s campaign that mark him as an 

authoritarian and a threat to liberal-democratic political norms, seeking to rationalize away 

the cognitive dissonance this attempted repression establishes. More profoundly, some peo-

ple who recognize the threat Trump poses either treat him as a one-off phenomenon di-

vorced from sociopolitical and economic realities or facilely condemn him and his support-

ers as ignorant bigots without treating the economic, political, and psychological roots of 

their underlying concerns seriously.  

Either of these approaches betrays discomfiture with the uncomfortable truths that 

an in-depth social analysis would excavate – including the complicity of vast swathes of the 

political, economic, and journalistic elites in promoting the neoliberal policies which have 

birthed this dangerous moment. To be sure, racism, xenophobia, nativism, homophobia, 

and misogyny have a component which is independent of prevailing economic conditions, 

but it’s undeniable that economic calamity is often a trigger for the release of previously 

pent-up (and dark) passions. Moreover, mainstream liberal critiques of Trump and his sup-

porters uncritically assume that the ‘natural’ societal equilibrium they posit – one of ab-

stract equality, formal political liberties, and ostensibly democratic institutions – isn’t vio-

lent. They thereby neglect the way that economic inequality, which is embedded in a lib-

eral-democratic social order and pervasive, mediated through markets, mass media, and 

political institutions, is itself symbolically and structurally violent. Their attempts to evade 

responsibility are thus quite telling, revelatory of a certain genre of myopia and perhaps a 

repressed sense of guilt. 

One final theoretical tie-in is Foucault, who can explain the logic at work when 

Trump tries to cloak himself and his supporters in the mantle of victimhood. Foucault aptly 
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noted the teleological incompleteness of any system: “Rules are empty in themselves, vio-

lent and unfinalized; they are impersonal and can be bent to any purpose. The successes of 

history belong to those who are capable of seizing those rules…to disguise themselves so as 

to pervert them, invert their meaning, and redirect them against those who had initially im-

posed them” (Foucault 151). Law falls under the category of such a system, and thus it’s 

hardly a surprise that Trump has seized upon the legal system as a possibly useful tool for 

exerting political control. He has promised to “open up libel laws” against reporters who 

critique him and has threatened to ensure that news outfits like the New York Times and the 

Washington Post would “have problems.”62 Liberal-democratic norms themselves, insofar as 

they are informal regulators of conduct, are also rules, semantically open, capable of being 

warped and twisted. This explains the line of argument that Trump seized upon after a 

planned rally in Chicago was canceled in the midst of enormous protests. He used the First 

Amendment against itself, saying, “It's a little bit sad when you can't have a rally in a major 

city in this country...What ever happened to freedom of speech? What ever happened to the 

right to get together?”63 There is a blatant contradiction between wanting to curb journal-

ists’ First Amendment rights and (disingenuously) insisting upon one’s own First Amend-

ment rights, but Trump has shown that he is unconcerned with consistency and is willing 

to exploit whatever rhetorical resources are at his disposal for his immediate purposes. 

Conclusion: implications and responses 

There are a myriad of unsettling and dangerous qualities of Trump’s political rheto-

ric, and there are numerous disturbing parallels between the political movement coalescing 

around him and authoritarian and fascist movements of the past. Substantively, Trump’s 

rhetoric fits Foucault’s paraphrase of a demagogue’s ideology to a tee: “‘No one is greater 

than you and anyone who presumes to get the better of you – you who are good – is evil’” 

 
62 Judge, Michael. "Donald Trump's Orwellian Threat to the First Amendment." Chicagotribune.com. Chicago Tribune, 17 Mar. 2016. 

Web. 01 Apr. 2016. <http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/opinion/commentary/ct-donald-trump-first-amendment-orwell-perspec-

0318-20160317-story.html>. 
63 Rupert, Evelyn. “Trump on Rally Shutdown: ‘What Ever Happened to Freedom of Speech?’” The Hill. The Hill, 11 Mar. 2016. Web. 

01 Apr. 2016. <http://thehill.com/blogs/ballot-box/272758-trump-on-rally-shut-down-what-ever-happened-to-freedom-of-speech>. 
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(Foucault 158). Moore describes revolutionary violence as “the deliberate use of lower-class 

resentments and hatreds to bring about qualitative changes in the political and social order” 

(Moore 11), and while Trump hasn’t yet sunk to the level of overtly channeling his follow-

ers’ vitriol into acts of violence that extend beyond the confines of his rallies and their hot-

house atmosphere, his rhetoric is certainly calibrated to tap into reservoirs of fear, anger, 

and ressentiment among disaffected lower-class whites.  

Waldenfels calls on us to distinguish between “two different kinds of violence, one 

that grows out of the grounds of an existing order and another that is used in favor of or against 

growing orders” (Waldenfels 101). The penumbra of violence shadowing Trump’s campaign, 

although it has precedent in American history (most saliently in the Wallace campaign), ap-

pears to belong to the latter type of violence. The Trump phenomenon represents a dark po-

tential path for America, one of exclusion, dehumanization, and likely, continued and ex-

panded violence. Moore comments on violent revolutionary movements, writing that they 

are powered by “a wave of anger, despair, and hope” and that the historical record shows 

that “[v]ery angry men, and often very angry women, too, did the dirty work of destruction 

and found the justifications for doing it” (Moore 4). He goes on to note that “the resort to 

violence by the oppressed can have and has had catastrophic results” (Moore 6), especially 

when it is directed against groups that are even more oppressed than the group that en-

gages in the violence, as in the case of white lower-class (or downwardly mobile) Trump 

supporters assailing African-Americans, Muslim-Americans, Latinos, immigrants, and 

LGBTQ people. The confluence of historical forces behind Donald Trump’s violence-tinged 

campaign and rhetoric suggests that we are at a perilous juncture. 

What, then, is to be done? Waldenfels, a touch despairingly, writes, “It is a common 

dilemma that those who ought to listen to arguments do it the least. Listening to the voice 

of reason presupposes a capability and readiness that cannot be grafted by arguments. In 

the long run, an ‘indirect treatment’ of violence, including liberating laughter, may have 

better effects than a direct form of combat and condemnation pursuing the phantom of a fi-

nal solution” (Waldenfels 109). He’s not wrong in the abstract. But concretely, mocking 
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Trump and his supporters is likely to backfire by causing his supporters to identify even 

more strongly with him, perhaps lashing out violently at their detractors to reduce their 

cognitive dissonance. Coser’s discussion of the connection between machismo and revolu-

tionary violence may be useful here. He writes that revolutionary violence does two things: 

it “symbolizes commitment to the revolutionary cause” and “offers opportunity to the op-

pressed and downtrodden for affirming identity and for claiming full manhood hitherto de-

nied to them by the powers that be” (Coser 11). Trump isn’t leading a revolution per se, but 

it seems plausible that the logic Coser identifies is present in the outbreaks of violence at 

Trump rallies. A movement appears to be forming, and acts of violence committed in a mob 

setting may be helping to boost movement members’ sense of self-efficacy and cement their 

awareness of their status as members of an (inchoately) organized movement.  

Thus, while derision may be a tempting method of responding to the Trump phe-

nomenon, a far better course of action would be providing Trump followers with civil ways 

to affirm their dignity. This would likely entail federal jobs programs; extensive, radical re-

forms to move America towards economic justice; and social programs to recast American 

identity in non-Hobbesian, inclusive terms and address the unease among many white 

working-class members about recent demographic and cultural shifts. The paradox, of 

course, is that the political system’s utter incapacity to bring about these reforms was the 

impetus for Trump’s emergence in the first place. At this advanced stage of American polit-

ical decay, oligarchic control of our political system may be too deeply entrenched to permit 

the reforms we need to stave off the intensification and generalization of the comparatively 

restricted violence we’ve seen thus far. Let us fervently hope that I am wrong and such a 

dire prediction is overly pessimistic. What’s beyond dispute is that Trump is a harbinger of 

what may come – and what will come, if society interprets his alarming rise incorrectly.  
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